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Abstract
THE PARADOX OF HOLOCAUST HUMOR: COMEDY THAT ILLUMINATES
TRAGEDY
by

Alice M. Solomon

Adviser: Professor Morris Dickstein

The use of humor in Holocaust art has provoked fervent debate. On one side are
those who denounce it in the belief that it misrepresents the event and disrespects it
victims. On the other side are those who believe that humor, especially in its t@rkest
is uniquely suited to the representation of an event so inherently absurd anhgerTifys
dissertation supports the latter position. It begins with an overview of humor thiéagy, ¢
among others, Hobbes, Kant, Freud, Bakhtin, and Des Pres. Humor is shown to be both a
defense against persecution and a force for resistance and rebellion. Theatroblem
aspects of memory, witnessing, and giving testimony are considered thightontext of
attempting to reconstruct history. The dissertation goes on to discuss the rsqpecebf
Jewish humor, which often focuses on the gap between the ideal of the Jews as a chosen
people and the reality of Jewish historical experience. Following thissmesdions of
specific works—the first among them Kurt Vonnegsther Night Central to this novel

is the kind of moral ambiguity so often present in Holocaust narrative. The protagonist, a



self-proclaimed apolitical man, accepts a job spying for the Allieghgebb involves
broadcasting inflammatory anti-Semitic propagand&dther NightVonnegut addresses
the importance of behaving responsibly. The central figure in Leslie Epdéng of the
Jews based on the head of the Lodz Ghetto Jewish Council, is enveloped in moral
ambiguity, as well. Is he an egomaniacal tyrant interested only inlsgffegition and in
wielding power, or is he himself only a victim, trying to do his best under impossible
circumstances? Next to be considered are the works of three Second-Ge @erhirs:

Art Spiegelman, Michael Chabon, and Thane Rosenbaum. It is shown that all three use
humor, as well as magic, to respond to their Holocaust legacies. The transmission of
memory and the phenomenon of secondhand witnessing are examined in this chapter.
Finally, the dissertation addresses five film comedies that touch upon the ltloca
varying degreesThe Great Dictator, To Be or Not to Beje Producers, Seven Beauties,
andLife Is Beautiful. It is shown that each one, through the use of very different types of
humor, moved us forward in our ability to confront and contemplate a subject that remains

largely incomprehensible.
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Chapter 1
Holocaust Humor: Taming Terror

Mouse inmates at “Mauschwitz” terrorized by cat gisarS.S. troops cavorting
like Keystone cops. A song-and-dance routine entitBgtingtime for Hitler.” These are
some of the images that have shocked, puzzled, troubled, and sometimes amused us over
the years since the Holocaust. The use of humor in Holocaust art has elicitetyaofar
responses—many of them negative. It has been called dishonest in that it klistorys
and offensive in that it dishonors the victims. The representation of history is not as
straightforward a matter as it might seem to be—a proposition that will blopesdater
in this chapter. For now, suffice it to say that history, or reality, was tlidtby the event
itself. The moral and ethical norms of civilization vanished, and in their absesnce lif
became unpredictable, terrifying, and absurd. Dark humor, with its focus on thyentgrri
and absurd, might be invaluable—even necessary—for representing this disaited re

Philosophers, scholars, and critics have been considering the natumaetiwht of
humor for centuries. Contemporary humor theorist John Morreall hagmwatsurvey of
their writings. He begins with Plato, who thought that we laudiieg, particularly self-
ignorance, in people who are relatively powerless” (Morrédlilosophyl10).
Morreall notes that Aristotle agreed with Plato in seeing laughteraseof derision.
Much later, in the sixteenth century, Thomas Hobbes elaborated on Plato and Anstotle
articulating what has come to be known as the Superiority Theory of humor. Hobbes wrot
that laughter is “nothing but an expression of our sudden glory when we realize that i

some way we are superior to someone else” (Moriehilpsophyl19).



In another work Morreall addresses ridicule within the contexthefSuperiority
Theory. Ridicule, he states, originated when people laughed at opporentsad been
injured or defeated in battle. Before long, it was directaticge who merelgppearedo
be vulnerable to defeat. Eventually, it evolved to include laughter at o(iEskifig
7).

During the Nazi era, the Jews were subjected to severe ridiculegyet th
clandestinely used the same weapon against their tormentors. Joseph Goebbelbeone of t
worst of them, was ridiculed for “his diminutive size (he was known as ‘Wotaucleeyii
Mouse’), his affected speaking style (‘Mahatma Propagandhi’), and his clubfoot
(‘Humpelstilzchen’)” (Lipman 40).

They ridiculed themselves, as well, as in this joke referring to allegadhlew
passivity and aversion to confrontation:

Two Jews are about to enter the gas chamber

in Auschwitz. One of them turns to the S.S. guard
to make a last request for a glass of water.

“Shah, Moshe,” says the friend, “Don't make

trouble.” (Lipman 193)
Although Steve Lipman writes that black humor during the Holocaust was uncommon, it
clearly was not unknown.
A second theory of humor is the Incongruity Theory, which holds that “amusement
Is an intellectual reaction to something that is unexpected, illogical, or inajpeapr
some other way” (Morrealllaking15). Aristotle tentatively connected laughter to

incongruity, but the connection was more fully developed by Immanuel Kant,
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who wrote that “Laughter is an affection arising from the sudden transformaton of
strained expectation into nothing” (Morredlaking16). Arthur Schopenhauer, another
important proponent of the Incongruity Theory, refined it further, writing that our
expectation is not totally thwarted, but rather met by something unardidipat

A third theory of humor, the Relief Theory, places laughter in its physiological
context; it considers laughter to be the release of excess psychic eviermpa(l,
Philosophy6). This is pertinent to Holocaust humor since, as Morreall points out, those
living under repressive regimes are especially likely to be burdenechbyp@sychic
energy(Taking21). Alan Dundes, in an essay entitled “Auschwitz Jokes,” confirms the
critical role of humor in helping people cope with not only repression, but the constant
threat of imminent death.

Freud is perhaps the most important proponent of the Relief Theory. For him,
jokes act like dreams, in that they allow a release of energy that othevaisgd be
needed to repress unacceptable aggressive or sexual thougbtedrand Their Relation
to the Unconsciousie divides jokes into two types: tendentious and non-tendentious. The
non-tendentious, or innocent, joke can be taken at face value; it contains no double
meanings that mask intentions. Its purpose is to entertain. Freud describes¢hédas
joke as “either &ostilejoke (serving the purpose of aggressiveness, satire, or defense) or
anobscengoke (serving the purpose of exposure)” (Freud 115). It also serves the purpose
of enlisting the listener against the object of the joke. “By making our enmaill, s
inferior, despicable or comic, we achieve in a roundabout way the enjoyment of
overcoming him—to which the third person, who has made no efforts, bears witness by

his laughter” (Freud 122).



The Superiority Theory is at work here, as well. (In truth, the theories oftenmyerla
Though our enemy may be powerful, we still may privately view him as “snral” a
“inferior”; we may feel essentially superior to him. The following is anojblee popular
during the Nazi era:

A Jew is walking down a street in
Berlin when he accidentally brushes against

a storm trooper.

“Swine,” roars the Nazi.

“Epstein,” says the Jew, bowing. (Lipman 175)
Nazi propaganda attempted to exalt the Nazi and dehumanize the Jew. This Jewish joke
turns the tables; the Nazi is portrayed as a brute and the Jew as a gentlemarjokseic
allows the teller to momentarily reclaim his feeling of equality witsugreriority to the
Nazi. During that moment the roles of victim and oppressor are vicariouslyedvengen
the victims who were in the direst straits—the prisoners of the ghettos and-eamps
exchanged jokes and humorous stories that reflected confidence and defiance. Steve
Lipman states the tacit message: “The Nazis are intellecaadlynorally inferior, sure to
suffer ultimate loss and disgrace” (63-64).

Mikhail Bakhtin did not address the question of what causes us to laugh; rather, he
addressed the place of humor in society. His foisusore political than
psychological. IrRabelais and His Worlte envisions two types of culture: low, or
carnival culture, and officially sanctioned high culture. He stresses tloetanpe of the
former over the latter. Bakhtin was a champion of the common man, or the “folk,” and his

folk were rebellious rather than compliant. He considered the carnival of kke fol



5
unsanctioned by the forces in power—to be revolutionary. Carnival laughter, rich in

irreverence and parody, broke up officially propagated lies and allowed hope to replace
fear. Holocaust humor served much the same purpose. Michael Holquist writes of how
Bakhtin understood “how necessary to the pursuit of liberty is the courage to laugh.” He
writes, further, thaRabelais and His Worlg “finally about freedom, the courage needed
to establish it, the cunning required to maintain it, and—above all—the horrific éase w
which it can be lost” (Bakhtin xxi). The writers of much of the body of work that we call
Holocaust literature understood this as well as Bakhtin did.

Carnival laughter frequently featured the grotesque, and even so dark an ekement a
this is cast in a positive light by Bakhtin. It continued to serve as a forcelfellion long
after the time of Rabelais. For example, Bakhtin writes of the Gothic or black noweth, w
he identifies as a variety of the “new grotesque” that emerged duringptharfic era. He
calls the Romantic grotesque “a reaction against the elements ofistassitich
characterized the self-importance of the Enlightenment.” It was, to iBaklhtreaction
against cold rationalism, against official, formstlic and logical
authoritarianism; it was a rejection of that which is finished and completed, dittaetic
and utilitarian spirit of the Enlighteners with th@arrow and artificial optimism”
(Bakhtin 37).

Optimism, of course, became increasingly difficult to sustain or justifysasry
unfolded. World War | ushered in a time of profound disillusionment, evoked in the
literature of the Lost Generation. World War Il, encompassing both the Hol@salist
Hiroshima, elevated disillusionment to despair. The existentialists put foethsardist

vision, which grew from “man's desire to find meaning in an unreasonable universe.

They wrote that “without transcendental or cosmic justification, man owulitpurpose,



his actions senseless—he becomes absurd” (Pratt xvii).

Twentieth-century black humor grew out of this absurdist vision. There is no clear
consensus over what, exactly, constitutes black humor. Alan Pratt, eddiackfHumor
offers two defining characteristics: “Black humor involves the humorousrtesaitof what
is grotesque, morbid, or terrifying. And while it bitterly ridicules instdns, value
systems, and traditions, black humor offers neither explicit nor implicit proposals f
improving, reforming, or changing the painful realities on which it focuses}.(Xhere is
a fundamental incongruity at the heart of black humor; it is “the comiertezatof
material which resists comic treatment”’(O'Neill 74). Black humor aimslieest pain by
injecting jokes into tragic situations. As one critic notes, “a perverse cHaserelation
seems to be the goal. If happiness provokes laughter, then perhaps laughter can provoke
happiness” (Zolten 306).

Pratt characterizes black-humor protagonists as “typically picagestiheroes,
caricatures of the innocent, inept, depraved, sane”(xxi). Among the traditional
comic techniques this type of humor uses to achieve its ends are parody, non sequitur,
travesty, burlesque, exaggeration, and understatement. Wordplay is also a usefuldeol
“it is the perfect means to convey disorder, for it breaks the accepted timgoisventions
of normal speech, and it is a means to play with the patterns and create a new t®rm of i
own” (Winston 260). Pratt notes that “experimentation . . . typically involves rapidly
shifting narratives and hazy boundaries between reality, hallucination, e {&

(xxii). Black humorists disdain primness and hypegr they generally consider
any target fair game.

Humor theorist Patrick O'Neill has identified five basic “modes of agtmn” of

black humor: the satiric, the ironic, the grotesque, the absurdhammtodic. “Satire,” he



7
says, is “the soil in which black humor takes root.” In O'Neill's s@heblack humor is

largely based on the relationship between the nedlthe ideal. (This relationship
plays a substantial role in Jewish humor, as well. The incongruity betweenahefide
chosenness and the reality of Jewish experience has lent itself to coonuttdast jokes
and stories. This will be discussed in greater depth in Chapter 2 of this dissertation. )

Satire ranges from benign, “firmly and tolerantly anchored in its own value-
system” and confident that it can move the real toward the ideal; througlvelehignere
the emphasis begins to shift from the didactic to the punitive”; to black, wherestane
emphatic lack of belief in its own efficacy as an agent of moral education, articdida
confidence gives way to a fascinated vision of maximum entropy, total dis¢@iseill
75). When the gap separating the real from the ideal begins to appear unbridgeable, when
humor begins to be “self-consciously aware of the futility of its own gesionesds the
reconciliation of opposites,” black humor emerges— “not any longer as a force of
reconciliation, but as one of subversion or defiance” (O’Neill 73).

O’Neill notes that irony may be thought of as “an existential mode, a wapkihg
at life.” He differentiates between satire and irony in that satokasacterized by “moral
militancy” while irony is characterized by “detached obseovat Irony tends to be
subtle, and it often makes use of understatement. Like satire it “focuses on tbpatisy
between the real and the ideal.” (O’Neill goes so far as to call irbiniglge between the
tragic and the comic.) He notes the work of Bergson, which “schematicallysteddgleat,
while humor emphasizes the real, irony emphasizes the ideal, and satgsttebring
them together.” O’Neill elaborates, “while humor points to the real, that is, aghda
benignly or derisively, at its deficiencies, irony points to the gap sepautat real from

the ideal, and embodies that disjunction in the inauthentic discourse of ambiguitiig As



gap widens to the point where the real appears to be irreconcilable with theatga
turns toward the grotesque (O’Neill 76).

Rather than understatement, the grotesque operates through exaggeration—through
“surprise rather than insinuation.” O’Neill describes the grotesque as enhatioha
irrational, whereas irony is intellectual and rational. He states keatthle ironic, and like
humor in general, the grotesque is based on incongruity, but that while humor and irony
offer the possibility of resolution, the grotesque emphasizes the inevitalbiirtgsolution.

It reflects a threat to the individual as he tries to find his place in the woNeillhotes

that the grotesque is defined by a balance between comedy and horror; without that
balance, “the grotesque shades off into either broad and harmless comedy or natedulte
horror” (77).

He goes on to describe the grotesque as a “no man’s land” between comedy and the
absurd. While both tragedy and comedy are rooted in an orderly world, the grotesque
represents “the incursion of disorder, typically associated with physicairahlities,
deformities, and perversions. . . . The grotesque points to the inhuman and the abyss.”
O’Neill recalls Gerd Heniger, who saw black humor as “reaching its siigimel most
appropriate expression as it approaches ever closer to that abyss.ill(@dvesver,
believes that “once the comic element disappearfawe left the realm of black
humor.”) In the absurd mode, the ideal disappears altogether. The absurd saiway
expression of black humor (O’Neill 78-79).

O’Neill identifies still another form of black humor: metahumor, which is
characterized by a sense of values not quite lost, but parodied. He states Heafuilest
sense metahumor finds expression in that form of entropic comedy which is highly self

conscious, self-reflexive, and essentially marked by parody.” It is the hafreomplicity,
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of “keeping up the joke.” O’Neill writes that “metahumor in its full parodic sésnseplay

with paradox, self-deconstructive in that it is joyously affirmative thouigat it affirms is
nothingness. . . . Metahumor teases disorder into parodic order. . . . Black humor is the
humor of disorientation; metahumor is the humor of parodic reorientation” (O’Neill 81)

A question that might come to mind at this point is: What's so funny about black
humor? One answer is that the humor in black humor arises from the attitude otehe wri
which may be, for example, detached or playful. As one critic points out, “nothing is
humorous per se; . . . humor is an attitude, and . . . a thing is humorous, ridiculous, or
laughable only because and when someone considers it so” (Halsey 113). Another critic
points to the unique tone of black humor, in which the unsettling is combined with the
amusing and horror is combined with fun. These feelings may not necessarily be
experienced simultaneously, but the text must previoéth (Winston 256).

But, as suggested earlier in this chapter, black humor can do far more than amuse
us. It has been noted that “there is . . . value in laughing at what is otherwiggrtgprr
because this defends the personality from disturbing truths. Laughingaatattody of a
disintegrating world steels one against the otherwise debilitating angfuexistential
meaninglessness. The psychological benefits of black humor, then, include degper ins
and strengthened coping mechanisms” (Pratt xxiv). As John Morreallidas/kde a
person is laughing, he has freed himself from fear (Goldsmith 38).

Freud, too, viewed black humor as a kind of defense mechanism. It allows for the
transformation of pain into pleasure. He wrote of humor, “The grandeur of itydiearin
the triumph of narcissism, the victorious assertbthe ego's invulnerability. The ego
refuses to be distressed by the provocations of reality, to let itself be ¢esnpetuffer. It

insists that it cannot be affected by the traumas of the external world; & shdact, that
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such traumas are no more than occasions for it to gain pleasure” ( gtd. in Goldsmith 46).

Similarly, Friedrich Nietzsche, writing at the end of the nineteenthuognt
recognized humor as a life-promoting value, antagonistic to the death drive (&oldsm
61).

Another defense against suffering is assuming a humorous attiwdedt not
only the external world, but toward oneself (MorreRhilosophyl114). This is at the
heart of Jewish humor and will be explored in Chapter 2 of this dissertation.

Humor can be an instrument of resistance and rebellion as well as an instrument of
defense, as, we have seen, Mikhail Bakhtin understood so well. Freud, too, wrote that
“tendentious jokes are especially favored in order to make aggressivengssismc
possible against persons in exalted positions who claim to exercise authority. The joke
then represents a rebellion against that authority, a liberation from itangred5).

Contemporary theorists recognize this characteristic of humor, as wethnGae
Brulotte describes humor as “a socially disruptive force that challengésms,
conventions, morality, logic, transgressions, and taboos, and flouts law, undermining
civilization and learning. It gives voice to impropriety, disrespect, aggreasio the
absurd. With laughter the social machine creaks, its herd-like unanimitg fatise
habitual cohesion breaks up, and its mechanical reactions break down. Everything comes
to a grinding halt. Skeptical, nihilistic, anarchic, it overturns the ambierarai(dt4).
Brulotte notes that Hegel was especially wary of laughter; he feledatdmed the
stability of civilizations. Brulotte sees it as ade for social progress. Political and
social disruption are not necessarily bad. Holocaust humor threatened thiy sththik
Third Reich and was vigorously censored. Hitler had special “joke courts” ektzhli

Punishable crimes included naming dogs or horses “Adolph” (MorTedihhg102).
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Humor provided a small means of resistance and asore of hope to the

Reich’s victims.

Black humor may have an additional political value. Antonin J. Obrdlik spent nine
months in Czechoslovakia under Nazi occupation. He reports that before the invasion,
light-hearted jokes about the Nazis had been in circulation. They had helped to maintain
morale at a time wracked by uncertainty. The jokes vanished upon Czechoslovakia's
defeat, but only for a brief time. They resumed shortly, and Obrdlik concluded that
“gallows humor is an unmistakable index of good morale and of the spirit of resistanc
oppressed peoples.” He further observed that black humor “strengthens resigtance b
bolstering the morale of victims and undermining the oppressors” (qtd. in Lewis 65). He
warned, “Its decline or disappearance reveals either indifference aakalbven of the
will to resist evil” (gtd. in Lipman 64).

In a similar vein, Paul Lewis notes an episode in Simon Wiesentia’'s
Sunflowerin which the citizens of Lemberg commit an atrocity against the bodies of
three Jews hanging in a public square. The local population regarded it as “only a
joke.” Wiesenthal remembers this characterization with outrage. At thetsaeyde
recalls the jokes that lifted the spirits of the inmates enduring the horritwes cdmps,
and he acknowledges that a joke can bring “comfort to the comfortless,” renitlering
“a miracle of hope triumphant over reality,” a “brief, tinsel miracledylis 67-68).

Laughter in Hell Steve Lipman’s landmark study of humor during the Holocaust,
addresses, in depth, the positive value of humor for those inmates. It was a spiritual
weapon against uncertainty, fear, and eventually, terror. “Wit produced on theqaedipi
hell,” Lipman writes, “was not frivolity but psychological necessityutthermore,

laughing together unites people, and humor in the ghettos and camps strengthened bonds
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among trusted friends. It was also “a diversion, a shield, a morale boostquatinex, a

drop of truth in a world founded on lies. In short, a cryptic redefining of the victims’
world” (Lipman 10).

Psychiatrist Victor Frankl, himself a Holocaust survivor, has written that
paradoxically, humor afforded detachment from one’s ordeal at the same tinhereesd
one to recognize it. He recounts the prisoners’ reaction to being shaved of allhaidily
Some were in denial; but when they were all forced into the showers together, tradjr deni
necessarily, crumbled. It was replaced, among many of the inmates, tiy &égse of
humor.” At least they were still alive. Frankl later utilized humor as ahmdlierapeutic
tool (Lipman I1; MorreallTaking104). Indeed, numerous psychiatrists and psychologists
working with patients suffering from “survivor's syndrome” after the hhave reported
that those with an intact sense of humor were better able to overcome the nightrdares
guilt that plagued them (Lipman 20).

Humor appeared in many forms during the Nazi era—art, music, poetry, as well as
jokes. In the journals that emerged from that era as well as the memowgtbatritten
afterward, humor holds a central place. Emmanuel Ringelblum, an established and
respected historian and archivist and also a prisoner in the Warsaw Ghettamfedtled
to record the details of Ghetto life. Jacob Sloan, in his Introduction to Ringelli\otés
from the Warsaw Ghettayrites, “Most of the notes are overpoweringly sober. But the
common man in the Ghetto had his own way of relieving tension—by making up and
telling jokes. The Notes tell dozens of these jokes—sardonic, bitter, violent, wishful. . . .
These jokes have a desperate quality; [they are] a brilliant counterpoinikontireant
note of repressed anguish” (xxvi).

No subject—not even God himself—was off limits. It was not infrequently noted
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that had Jesus been alive at the time, his Jewish parentage might have landetiéhim in t

camps. “Nazi pomposity, the spotless uniforms, the exaggerated reports arfymilit
triumphs, and the hyperbolic use of language” were irresistibletsarg\nd even at this
desperate time, there were glimmers of defiance and hope, such as in the gapodar
“God forbid that the war lasts as long as the Jews are capable of endurprgafLi92).

If no subjects were off limits to those experiencing the Holocaust, is it rddedoa
impose limits on those trying to make the event comprehensible to generatione®It
was suggested at the beginning of this dissertation that the representativorgthis
especially the humorous representation of a tragic period in history—can be axcomple
emotionally freighted endeavor. One could argue that at the heart of the probdiem is t
relation of accuracy to authenticity (Bernard-Donals and Glejzer 4).Llaah, a
psychiatrist who has extensively studied trauma and its attempted regtiesent
has concluded that testimony that is less than historically accuratastile authentic
and valuable.

It is important to recognize that memory can be problematic. Laub haswritte
that “massive trauma precludes its registration” (Felman and Laub 5h)tMétin mind,
Michael Bernard-Donals and Richard Glejzer write that “living menm®not history;
witnessing the event does not guarantee that its representations will natdugatey or
ineffective, or simply wrong. In fact, living memory is not so much the recuperait
events as it is an imprint of the loss of the event, and narrative histories, built ase bul
against memory’s loss, stand in for and replace the event” (5). Bemard-Dodhals a
Glejzer refer to Cathy Carruth, who has said that the event registers onrtbssves a
void and that rather than disclosing history, testimonial narratives dishmséfect of

events upon witness@ernard-Donals and Glejzer 5). Dori Laub has referred to this void
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as the “collapse” or the “impossibility” of witnessing. Bernard-Donats @lejzer

comment that “it may be possible to produce knowledge from the Holocaust, but this is
not to say that we produce knowledgjehe Holocaust.” They continue to say that “what

is transmitted is something other than knowledge, a radical sense of tHe koot and
unreason rather than a reasonable map of the event as history” (12-13). Thisissiese
location of the authenticity and value that Laub affirms. Bernard-Donals &jgeGl

charge that much of the criticism leveled against Holocaust art id bas@an

unnecessarily simplistic view of mimesis (that is, the truth can be told)” (13)

In addition to this, it is necessary to consider whether what a witness agite
testimony and what the reader of that testimony understands are idéitese readers
(or hearers or viewers) become secondhand witnesses. That is, “traumatize dnhbgges
and testimonies of atrocity they encountered, [they] became witnessesherdraaima”
(Bernard-Donals and Glejzer 14).

Bernard-Donals and Glejzer point out that “teaching as the dissemination of
knowledge” has been characterized as “a retelling of things that the akaaety knows,”
and that there are those who suggest that “seeing representation dimg oetidaching
of the Holocaust impoverishes not just the event but also the human capacity to think the
event, because it forecloses the incommensurable in favor of a secure positiomicthm w
to speak or be spoken.” They continue, “Humans have a tendency to elide
incommensurabilities by inserting them into systems that have alreadylé@sed, into
positions of identifying or naming (and therefore misrecognizing) trafivg’

There are other kinds of secure positions that must be considered. Terrence Des
Pres—in his seminal essay “Holocaliatighter? —refers to them as fictions. He points

out that all knowledge is grounded in “some system of practice and belief, somedbrmat



15
permission and taboo . . . a ‘regime of truth’ from which discourse takes itsgoaadn

legitimacy” (216). Des Pres insists that Holocaust writing is goverpeledfollowing
fictions:
1. The Holocaust shall be represented, in
its totality, as a unique event, as a special case and
kingdom of its own, above or below or apart from
history.

2. Representations of the Holocaust shall

be as accurate and faithful as possible to the facts and conditions
of the event, without change or manipulation for any reason—
artistic reasons included.

3. The Holocaust shall be approached as a

solemn or even sacred event, with a seriousness ad-

mitting no response that might obscure its enormity
or dishonor its dead. (217)
He laments the fact that most of us accept these restrictions unquestioningly.

Des Pres refers to esteemed Holocaust historian Raul Hilvem,s one of the
many who enjoin us to bear witness through rigorous attentite ttacts.Thus, in Des
Pres’s view, Hilberg respects the second fiction and distrusigimation and creativity in
Holocaust representation. Des Pres also recalls Elie Wieseémstat that “a novel about
Auschwitz is either not a novel or not about Auschwitz” (Des Pres 218).

Des Pres states that these fictions constitute a “Holocaust etighett@tecludes
certain responses to the event. In “Holocéuastghter? he is most concerned with the

third fiction, which, he points out, seems perfectly reasonable when first statetieB he
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notes that since ancient times, it has been acknowledged that laughter haloaadnsg

He admits that, in reference to Holocaust laughter, “That something so blogid s
alleviate the burden of something so gigantic might, on the face of it, be a jirkelf’
(218). He counters that withe suggestion that “our helplessnizgsng our knowledge of
the Holocaust” is one of those situations in which “more decisive remediesHa!.”
points to the Ringleblum Archives as proof that lmumman be a survival strategy

(218-19).

Des Pres goes on to analyze three works of Holocaust fiction: Tadeusz Basowski’
This Way for the Gas, Ladies and Gentlenies)ie Epstein’King of the Jewsand Art
Spiegelman’Maus.(The latter two works will be addressed in detail in Chapters 4 and 5
of this dissertation.) All three of these works depict a world “grotesque agdjevated by
virtue of its comic perspective.” Des Pres recognizes that the histdotataust was,
itself, such a world, but he writes that in these three works, “actuality is cbspby a
fiction—by awhat ifF—that is durable enough, and skillfully enough imposed, to inform the
narrative with its own invented principle.” He acknowledges that such displateme
present in all fiction. But he states that in comedy it is more pronounced and Hmattwit
the comic element, works would be “as grim as the world they refer to.” [@eghem gets
to the heart of his argument, writing that “It is largely for this reason, margbag
realistic fiction so often fails. In its homage to fact, high seriousnessésmed by a
compulsion to reproduce, by the need to create a convincing likeness that never quite
succeeds, never feels complete, just as earnestness feels inadehasténtentions.
Comic works, on the contrary, escape such liabilities; laughter is hostile wwthekit
depicts and subverts the respect on which representation depends” (219).

Des Pres distinguishes between tragedy, which accepts and affirms thevadiha
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through mimesis, and comedy, which mocks the actual world through anti-mimesis.

Tragedy accepts the gravity of what happens. Comedy, writes Desd@ftstes or even
cancels the authority of its object.” Holocaust etiquette, with its insistgrare accuracy
and fidelity to the facts and upon the maintenance of an appropriately solemn tone, seems
to dictate that the Holocaust be represented exclusively in the tragic inodedo not
follow this dictate, we are left with a sense of grave guilt. We acceptitheray of the
Holocaust over our lives so that we can feel that we are experiencing the frereeént
and bearing witness, even now (220).

Des Pres characterizes this attitude as noble, though perhaps debilitating. H
suggests that at this point in time “a certain weariness” has settled ok wstes that “a
comic response to calamity is often more resilient, more effectivebl égterror and the
sources of terror than a response that is solemn or tragic.” He continues, “ThH&mime
mode is proper to high seriousness because tragedy celebrates the mystatycohwes to
pass. The antimimetic mode is proper to comedy because the comic spinlesdithat
comes to pass. Laughter revolts . . .” (220). Hectudes by stating that the three works
he has cited “enact this resistance; they refuse to take the Holocaust on itsisivumger
terms, even though all three depend for their foundation upon sharp memory of actual
events. In each case, however, what survives is the integrity of an imaginddhabrb
similar to, but deliberately different from, the actual world of the Holocaust. O
knowledge of history is not denied but displaced, and we discover the capacity to go
forward with, so to speak, a foot in both worlds” (220-21).

A number of scholars and critics take Des Pres’s position one step furthiémgarg
that reality in the twentieth century—Ilargely because of the Holocaust—hasdsoom

absurd, so fantastic, that “not only is the fantastic appropriate for depintirtdplocaust, it
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may indeed be, paradoxically, the most ‘natural’ mode in which to re-preseagéhas

extremity” (Yogev 34). As Alvin H. Rosenfeld notedAnDouble Dyingijt took
considerable willing suspension of disbelief to accept the central conceéraf kafka’'s
story “The Metamorphosis,” in which a man is transformed into a bug, but it might take
considerably more to accept the image in Elie WieBkgjat of small children being
metamorphosed into smoke and ashes (24). Israeli Holocaust scholar Michaet¥egev
on to note that “the universe of the death camps is so imbued with hitherto unthinkable
brutality and horror that it becomes literally fantastic”(34). He concludds'it may take
the combination of humor and fantasy to suggest in any way the true horror of the
Holocaust for many nonvictim readers” (36).

In Probing the Limits of Representatioadited by Saul Friedlander, Geoffrey
Hartman considers this possibility. Early in his essay “The BafoRestruction,” he
notes that Friedlander had asked the contributors to his book to considienithef
representation of an event “that is different in kind or degree &thvar catastrophic
turns of history” (319). (Thus, he appears to accept Des Pres’s first “fiction” of
Holocaust representation.) Yet he proceeds to depart from Holocaust etiquiétig,tiat
he believes that there are no limits of represeiotat-only limits of
conceptualization. That is, we have the technical capacity to recreate thireoaee
events, but not the mental capacity to understand them. Hartman states that every
representation of the Holocaust that purports to be realistic eludes the questyritef
event took place. He suggests that unrealisticeggmtations might be preferable,
asking, “Is it a certain type of mimesis that tréagus, so that a more abstract or
mythical art might escape our discontent?” (321).

Hartman refers to Jean-Francois Lyotard’s comment that the techoiques
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modern art “present the fact that the unrepresentable exists” (HaB@iq Lyotard,

however, views this situation as positive. He turns to Kant’s analytic of the sublime
order to explain this. Kant differentiated between the faculty that concaidethe
faculty that presents; the sublime is located in the conflict between thesddanwman
writes that “sublime feelings arise when we conceive, for example, obsiudusely
simple or the infinitely great, without being able to find an object or sensegiem to
make them rationally communicable” (321). Lyotard has written that an aesthtte
sublime “will enable us to see only by making it impossible to see; ippladse only
by causing pain™ (gtd. in Hartman 321).

Lyotard applied his theories specifically to Holocaust representation. E¢hsee
conflict characteristic of the Kantian sublime arising, here, not from a ségseatness,
but from a sense of terror. “It is when domination and terror become absolutés, tha
when they arédeologizedandtotalized,that we cannot discover in ourselves a possible
scenario to explain what happened” (Hartman 322).

Hartman takes up the subject of Holocaust testimony and notes that it may be so
“apocalyptic” that it dwarfs our prior knowledge of extreme experiencearties with
it the aura of unreality. Even if we are capable of relating to it, we mast deshg so. It
forces us to acknowledge our own potential for evil and the fragility of the civilizapon
which we depend.

He writes that since the Holocaust was such a breach in reality and history—s
unlike anything we had reason to expect—*“the very rule of probability has suéfere
shock, a rule that cannot be relinquished without giving up art’s crucial link to
verisimilitude: to a mimetic and narratable dimension” (329). In Holocapstgentation,

“the material overwhelms art” (Hartman 331).
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In concluding his essay, Hartman discusses Claude Lanzman’s ep&hfilain He

comments, “It does not supply reality so much as it supplies art.” He commergsdlad
depicts a state of victimhood that before the Holocaust had only been fantasizedesle w
of Shoahthat “the artistic purpose, which cannot for once be distinguished from the
historical, is that reality has displaced fantasy; and this fact, at anibéetand incredible,
means that myth and fiction may now have to be devalued to playthings, discarded in the
light of their own grim fulfillment” (333).

Are there any lines that must not be crossed? Louis Kaplan writes thiadifabir
that matters moves its audience out of the comfort zone.” He charactéoipesust
humor as provocative and anarchic and argues that attempts to suppress it represent
“discourses of closure and containment.” Like carnival laughter, it openatigisle of
officialdom. Jewish Holocaust humor represents rebellion and survival—an antidote to
what Kaplan calls “the cult of death at the center of Holocaust monumeft&épian
views humor as an alternative—and constructive—way to memorialize thts exat
(344).

Kaplan cites the transgressive performances of the Acco Theater Grorgeln Is
Acco is unapologetic about its unorthodox productions, suéntast Macht Freiwhich
are regarded by many as blasphemous desecrations. The group and this padikular w
have been the subject of two films: the Isrd2din’'t Touch My Holocausand the
GermanBalagan.The wordbalaganmeans confusion and chaos in both Hebrew and
Yiddish. Balaganmakes use of the techniques of Antonin Artaud’s Theater of Cruelty. Its
performers “put the viewer in a problematic space where it is very difficultéondime

whether one is bearing witness to farcical parody or horrific trag€&he”of
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them, in particular, plays a number of roles—"objective observer, tyrannical aythorit

impassioned survivor, and insane anarchist.” She plays these roles in a varietg®f voi
which “destabilizes cultural viewpoints and linguistic codes.” TheAitheit Macht Frei
is used ironically; the play, and the film about the play, take the position thata'only
theater of cruelty can work through the horrors of Auschwitz . . . on the path toward
liberation” (Kaplan 353).

Working through the horrors of the Holocaust is arduous work, indeed. It requires
strength, resolution, an empathic heart and an open mind. If we open our minds to humor,
the strength and the resolution might be easier to summon; the unbearable mightdtecome

least a little easier to bear.
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Chapter 2
Jewish Humor: Chasing the Ideal

Jews are known to answer questions with questions. In that spirit, the question
“What is Jewish humor?” might be answered with the question “What is a Jew?” The
answer depends on how one chooses to establish identity. One can choose among the
criteria of religion, ancestry, ethnicity, and cultural ties, among otherqidiwidual may
meet some criteria and not others and still be considered a Jew. The definitiee #ns
there is one, to the question of what, or who, is a Jew is beyond the scope of this paper. For
present purposes, Jewish humor will be considered humor—jokes, anecdotes collected by
folklorists, comic literature—created by Jews of any type reflecsmpgcts of Jewish life
and Jewish sensibility (Berger 11).

Avner Ziv, who writes frequently on Jewish humor, has identified three
psychological characteristics. The first is an intellectualesision, which shows itself in a
desire to distort reality and, thereby, render it less threatening. Téredssa social
dimension, which maintains identity and cohesiveness. The third is an emotional
dimension, which helps the Jew to see himself as he is and enables him to mock himself
(Berger 13-14).

There are recurrent themes that help us identify Jewish humor. It often has a
religious aspect, dealing with God, rabbis, and Jewish religious practiees ftointed
out in Chapter 1 of this dissertation that humor is frequently based on the disparity
between the real and the ideal. Much of the humor about God derives from the disparity
between His perfection and the imperfection of the world He created. As Jewisdian

Woody Allen has remarked, “If it turns out there is a God, | don't think He is éwihK
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that the worst thing that you can say about Him is that He is an underachieveshiiiel

145).

The issues of Jewish identity and assimilation find their way into much Jewish
humor. The above-mentioned “Jewish sensibility,” if there is one, derives |drgelya
history of enforced wandering and marginality. These experiences haxghbatout
feelings of vulnerability and insecurity, to be sure. But they also have resuliestriong
concern for morality and social justice (Berger 24).

Jewish jokes about identity and assimilation are based on the feeling thatsaaJew i
Jew—that he can never truly assimilate. This feeling is found in the following story

American banker Otto Kahn was Jewish by birth but had converted to
Christianity. He was once walking with a hunchbacked friend when they
passed a synagogue.

“You know | used to be a Jew,” Kahn said.

“And | used to be a hunchback,” his
companion replied. (Telushkin 125)

The Jewish family is a frequent target—patrticularly the Jewish motiargh,
interestingly, not the Jewish father). It is the intense interconnectednémsish family
members that invites affectionate, if exasperated, laughter. From itgimegH, Judaism
has placed a strong emphasis on family cohesiveness. Yet it has been dubgette
pogroms and other kinds of persecution the Jews have suffered have instilled a deep-
rooted fear for the next generation’s very survival, resulting in unusual over-
protectiveness (Telushkin 32).

Such events also strengthened an already-existing aversion to violence.

Combativeness and aggression are generally expressed verbally, aresdispsiettled
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in the same manner:

The battle of Tannenberg was at its height when a czarist offresv d
up his company and addressed them. “The momenttbiag! We
are going to charge the enemy. It'll be man against man in hand combat.”
In the company was a Jewish soldier who was not fond of the czar or his
war. “Please, sire, show me my man!” he cried. “Perhaps | can come to an
understanding with him?” (Berger 95)
Furthermore, the blind obedience sometimes required in combat situations is iticlempa
with the Jewish tradition of thinking a problem through.

Militarism is inspired largely by patriotism—Ilove of country. Becausiey jpo the
founding of the state of Israel in 1948, the Jews had been a people without a country,
patriotism, as such, would have been foreign to them, and the idea that it might be an
honor to die for one’s country would have made no sense. Yet Jews throughout history,
when they identified a worthy cause, fought and sacrificed for it just as anlgend e
was the worthiness of the heroic ideal that eluded them (Reik 60-61). Noted schblar Rut
Wisse wrote a book entitlethe Schlemiel as Modern Hellearly, the schlemiel (to be
discussed later) is not a hero in the traditional mold. Yet he is not quite what we think of
as an anti-hero, either. As Wisse explains, he challenges the very idea ohhel®is
makes us consider whether heroism, as it traditipias been portrayed, is even an
ideal worthy of pursuing. Wisse suggests that the schlemiel’'s renunciati@nod$m
makes him strong (39).

Other themes that recur in the jokes that Jews tell about themselves include a
preoccupation with money, rampant materialism, and questionable business etlits. Al

this begs the question: How do Jews regard themselves? If we assume thealebatabl
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position that a people can have a collective psyche, we can imagine a Jewhshgrsl/c

attempt to examine it. The self-loathing Jew hasolee a cliché of modern times.
Freud, arguably, contributed to the construction of that cliché in his writings on Jewish
humor, which he characterized as self-critical. A much-quoted, various|grietied
remark of his was “I do not know whether there are many other instances of a people
making fun to such a degree of its own character” (Freud 133). But is this gei&iTri
really indicative of self-hatred and a masochistic desire for punishmeni@ et the stage
for an enduring debate.
One of his own disciples, Theodor Reik, in his bdewish Witwent so far as to
identify “an intensive self-humiliating and self-degrading tendency” in Selusnor
(226). Yet Reik’s analysis is more subtle and nuanced than this judgment would suggest.
He cites Dr. Edmund Bergler as the first to recognize a tendency towgathitps
masochism” in Jewish humor. Bergler attributed this masochism to extemehstances,
such as isolation and poverty. Reik, a psychoanalyst, naturally sought explanations in the
repressed and unconscious. Reik next cites another psychoanalyst, Martin Grdt@ahn, w
wrote that all jokes are, essentially, tendentious—that they are disgupedsans of
aggressive impulses. The Jew, victim of ceaseless provocation and persecutioheturns t
dangerous impulses aroused by his persecutors inward, toward himself, in the manner of
the masochist. Grotjahn called this “victory through defeat,” and Reik elabgdtaie as
if the joke says, ‘You do not need to attack us. We can do that ourselves and even better.
We can take it, we know our weaknesses, and in a way are proud of it [sic]”(Reik 220).
Yet he proceeds to question whether Jewish jokes are truly masochistic in the
clinical sense. He notes that these jokes provide no instinctual gratificaggrproduce

in their targets misery rather than delight. Reik suggests that the JethesseH-
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degradation in these jokes as a defense against greater threats. Survivdl, iafeerca

always has been the Jew's chief concern. As Reik writes, “if they do not sink they wi
not rise” (222).

He then reminds us that although some Jewish jokes undeniably are characterized
by self-criticism, numerous others reflect just the opposite tendency—toglard s
aggrandizement. He notes the relationship between masochism and paranoia. The
masochist harbors feelings of worthlessness and dependency. He punishdsahonsel
provokes pity or contempt from others, while, at the same time, attempting to begratia
himself with them. The paranoid character is the mirror image of this. Pad®roias
from exaggerated feelings of self-importance. The paranoid character isgahthat this
importance attracts constant surveillance. He reacts with consideraliiéytiostard his
perceived persecutors and almost everyone else, viewing them as hissnféei
forestalls the hostility he anticipates from them by attacking(fRstk 227). Reik cites an
additional psychoanalyst, Jules Nydes, who compared masochism and paranoia @f term
their relation to love and power. Nydes judged that while the masochist maiceacrif
power in order to win love, the paranoid character may sacrifice love in order to feel
powerful.

Jewish jokes, writes Reik, “oscillate between an ingratiating and a proxecat
attitude and . . . move back and forth between a masochistic and a paranoid behavior
pattern. The paranoid attitude is certainly, in most cases, latent or hiddenteyetis
itself not only in the claim implied in many jokes that the Jews are the fevoffiiGod,
but also in their unconscious sense of superiority” (228). Reik notes a further connection
between masochism and paranoia in Jewish humor in the idea that God punishes those He

loves.
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Others, outside the psychoanalytic community, look to exterior circumstances t

explain the prevalence of self-mockery in Jewish humor. David Ben-Amos is one of the
many who focus on socio-economic conditions. He cites a number of studies that,
paradoxically, attribute the self-ridicule in Jewish humor not to the harsh ctances the
Jews have had to endure, but rather, to their emancipation from these circumstances
According to this line of thought, the ambivalent identity brought about by aagonil
compelled Jews to regard themselves with a kind of critical mirth.

Then there are those who locate the beginnings of Jewish self-deprecatorg hum
among “transitional Jews’—those who had “emerged from the ghetto but [had] not shed
its culture” (Ben-Amos 118). Some of these transitional Jews mocked their more
traditional counterparts in order to gain admittance into the dominant cultuso hasd
been suggested that in Western Europe and the United States, “the causkabfeskifi
Jewish humor is not the process of transition but ‘the psychological ambiguity iofdife
marginal social position”’(Ben-Amos 119).

Ben-Amos insists that Jewish society is “a complex, heterogeneous social
environment,” and he warns against viewing it as a “holistic entity” wittoaolithic voice
(121). He concludes that subgroups within this society rarely make fun of thesngelve
rabbis don't tell jokes about rabbis and Jewish mothers don’t ridicule Jewish mothers)
Rather, they tell jokes that mock other subgroups. This deflates the idea of aistasoc
humor and points, instead, to inter-group tensions within the Jewish community.

Writing much later, Christie Davies is similarly dubious of the claim téaish
jokes reflect self-hatred. He asks us to pay close attention to the “tonejokdse writing
that “Jewish jokeplay with hostility and stereotypethiey do not endorse thér(i190).

Davies regards Jewish humor as a subgroup of a more general category: murodaty
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and he points to the “asymmetry” between majority and minority humor. Majority humor

tends to take aim at minorities; minority humor may target majorities, lsualiso
frequently self-directed. He cites Avner Ziv, who noted that in Israel,edews are the
majority, both Jews and Arabs prefer jokes that mArkbs to those that mock Jews
(Ziv, Personalityl59).

Davies points ouhat majority humor is the kind that can be explained by the
Superiority Theory (discussed in Chapter 1 of this dissertation). Yet he taleggien to
the argument that such jokes are necessarily a form of aggression. Thdxe noay
evidence of hostility between the tellers and the targets of these storiegr Rinere are
countless instances of conflict that have produced no humor whatsoever. He goes on to
focus on the behavior of members of minority groups while they are telling jokes about
themselves, and upon the behavior of their audiences, as well. He writes that fabpke
were truly “reveling in self-hatred,” they would be creating an atmospifeension and
hostility rather than the usually observed one of relaxation and camaraderie.

Davies goes so far as to say that self-deprecating jokes may betidassef
autonomy and vitality” (193). He quotes another humor theorist who suggests that such
jokes declare “This is the way we are, the way we always have been, avathe
always will be!” (Mendel 173). Davies gives no credence, either, to the idedethizh
jokes that are self-admiring are indicative of latent paranoia. He citesrtfagkable
ascendance of Jews in the Western world—from poverty and powerlessnessge succe
and full participation in society—and suggests that they express theirquidectly, in
their jokes, in order to avoid provoking hostility.

A Jewish joke that Jews exchange among themselves will sound very different when

delivered by an anti-Semite. As Davies states, “Tendenta®ssis not a quality of a joke
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as such but is a quality of the teller” (202). Context is all, and Davies rejgcight the

claims of Reik and Grotjahn that self-deprecating jokes are necgseéligttions of self-
hatred. When such jokes are told by Jews, to Jews, they may be “a way of copiag wit
difficult situation by an overt, controlled, and temporary fantasy that comimaggration
with reality to produce a laughter of endurance for those within the group’d®20PR).

In fact, Jewish humor—during the Holocaust as well as before and after —has
been widely recognized as a source of salvation. It has been “a balance to counter
external adversity and internal sadness”(Cohen 4). Sarah Blacher Coksessthe
important point that there is no glorification of suffering in Judaism. As Roliert A
wrote, “Jewish humor typically drains the charge of cosmic significanoe $uffering
by grounding it in a world of . . . practical re@g” (Cohen 26). The practical realities
of Jewish history—crusades, expulsions and pogroms, culminating in the Holocaust—
provided the Jews with countless opportunities to seek solace.

Psychoanalyst Kurt Schlesinger notes that responses to such events may ime made
either the tragic or the comic mode. In the tragic mode powerlessrnikssas; the
struggle, itself, is viewed as meaningful, no matter what the outcome. In tieeroone
powerlessness is denied, writes Schlesinger, “by treating the definition of
power/powerlessness as fluid and indeterminate. It shrugs off a rigid desennaind in
its place posits a protean, fluid world in which meaning is subjective and ambiguous,
incongruent” (322). He illustrates this with the following joke, commonly found in
collections of Jewish humor:

An Englishman, a Frenchman, an American,
and a Jew are in the midst of philosophic discussion.

The problem is posed how each would act when it
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became unmistakably clear that they had only a few

hours to live. They hypothesize the situation in which

a flood inundates the land, there are no means of escape,
and they are awaiting the inevitable end. The Englishman
speaks first, “I would open my best bottle of port.

Sit and enjoy every sip. Think of the life I've lived,

the experiences I've had and let the waters come

and take me.”

The Frenchman says, “I would drink a great
Bordeaux, prepare@q au vinmake love and let the
waters overwhelm me thus.”

The American is next: He would eat, drink, make

love, try to improvise a raft and finally swim until his strength
gave out, and he drowned, “fighting to the end.”

The Jew says: “l would do all you have described, and
when the water got over my head, | guess | would have to
learnhow to live underwater(322)

The Englishman, the Frenchman, and the American respond in the tragic mode—
ready to fight, suffer, and die in the way that tragic heroes do. The Jew fights a
suffers, as well, but he refuses to acquiesce to death. He alters his stamde tow
the rules of reality. He rejects the idea of dying as an ennobling endingedsid f

free to create a more desirable—though totally unrealistic—one. The lews of
have had to challenge reality and create their own world, through their jokes and

humorous stories, in order to keep going and survive. The ghettos and camps
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constituted such a reality, in which, as Schlesinger writes, people learnesl to li

underwater (322).
Alter points out that although, in Jewish humorf{feung is imagined as
inevitable, “it is also conceived as incongruous with dignity”; the sufferer idroealsas
being, to some extent, ridiculous. This is apparent in such stock characters bf Jewis
folklore and fiction as the schlemiel and the schlimazel. The schlemieigsltyglumsy,
inept, and unlucky. The schlimazel is a more passive character who may sunfféindr
schlemiel’s clumsiness. (Another stock character, the nebbish, assunae tifecleaning
up the schlemiel’s messes. Thus, as Asa Arthur Berger writes [93], a ethieay spill
his soup on a schlimazel, and a nebbish invariably cleans it up.) To be sure, these sharacter
overlap; yet Ruth Wisse, who arguably wrote definitively on the schlemiel, pravides
distinction. She calls the schlemiel “the active disseminator of bad |uidke”
schlimazel, on the other hand, has a penchanttioniling upon it. “Whereas
comedy involving the schlimazel tends to be situational,” she writes, “the sehi¢em
comedy is existential, deriving from his very nature in its confrontation edtlity” (14).
Wisse acknowledges the Jewish capacity for absorbing pain while regrainin
hopeful; yet she also acknowledges that the pain inevitably takes its toll. iBsethat
“the techniques of self-containment and self-control produced some self-disgueit,a
and a great deal of bitterness” and that the life-style of the schlemtbkE‘sum of these
techniques” (x). To Wisse the schlemiel’s “most outstanding folly” is hikmess, which
symbolizes the position of the Jew in Eastern European society. Wisse hattdset
humor of the schlemiel is intended to persuade us that his weakness is a kind df,strengt
and she notes that the Jews, in order to survive, have employed the same “sleight of hand.”

Once again they challenge reality, this time by refusing to be defined bypipeessors.
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Since the Jews’ attitude toward their own fragilityas, as Wisse writes,

“complex and contradictory,” it is not surprising to find that their attitude toweerd t
schlemiel figure was ambivalent, as well. At the same time as theyladihim, they
“used the schlemiel as the model of endurance, his innocence a shield againsbogrrupti
his absolute defenselessness the only guaranteed defense against ihegnbééntial of
might” (Wisse 5).
Wisse specifically emphasizes that Jews, who created the schlemiebta
afflicted with self-hatred. They are proud of having survived; they are contfidat they
are not as impotent as they might seem to the outside world; and they are dehaat tow
those who would judge them. It will come as no surprise, on the other hand, that Theodor
Reik characterizes the schlemiel as “a masochistic character wiiloehstrong
unconscious will to fail and to spoil his chances” (Reik 41).
If Jews’ attitude toward theweakness is complex, their attitude toward one of their

greatest strengths is no less so. The Jewish intellectual traditionapligté# source of
pride, provokes good-natured criticism, as well. Reik refers to jokes that “acklyended
simultaneously ridicule the belief in the power of thinking” (46). He offersaheving
story, translated from the Yiddish, of a rabbi trying to locate his lost glasses

Since the glasses are not here, they have either

run away or someone has taken them. Ridiculous, ¢mwd

they have run away? They don’t have any legs. Sswaeone

must have stolen them, it must be someone who has glasses or

someone who has not. If it was a person who already has glasses, he
will not take mine. If it was someone who does not have glasses, he

was someone who does not see without them. If he has no glasses and
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sees, what does he need my glasses for? It must have been someone

who has no glasses and sees nothing. If he is someone win@ has

glasses and does not see, how could he then find mine? Since no one

took them who has glasses and sees and no one took them who has no

glasses and sees nothing, and since they did naway because they

have no legs, the glasses must be here. But Ils®edre not here.

| do see? Thus | have glasses. Since | have glads®g must

be either mine or those of another person! But how come another person’s

glasses are on my nose? Since they cannot be other glasses, they must be

mine. Here they are! (115)
As Reik points out, it is hardly the triumph of logic that makes us laugh here;, raiber
the “exaggerated intellectual expenditure” that is wasted in or@erive at an obvious
conclusion The rabbi applies the kind of deductive reasoning he has been trained to use in
his Talmudicstudies.

The Talmud has been linked to another characteristic of Jewish thought and humor,
as well: the propensity for answering a question with a question. “Why?” ig tikéle
answered with “Why not?” Steve Lipman attributes this tendency, at least,itophe
give-and-take nature of Talmudic argument. He notes, as well, that in thei&taria
there is no punctuation. Thus, declarative sentences are not readily disceonible f
interrogative ones.
Lipman proceeds to offer deeper explanations. He notes that Jews—so often having

occupied a tenuous place in society—feel safer offering answers that sikegthas, the
reasoning goes, leaves them less vulnerable to attack. He observes,thatltering the

Nazi era, when logic was turned on its head, the inclination for questioning wamkigpe
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understandable. He offers a commonly circulated joke of the time:

During the onset of the Nazi terror, an elderly
Jew was walking down the street in Berlin when he was
stopped by two stormtroopers.
“Halt, Jew!” they cried, and proceeded
to interrogate him.
“Who is responsible for all of Germany’s troubles?” they
demanded.
The Jew looked at them and said, “Why, the bicycle riders and the
Jews.”
“Bicycle riders?” they shouted. “What foolishness.
Why the bicycle riders?”
“Why the Jews?” replied the old man.
Lipman writes that for some questions, there are no answers, drifiotha generation
whose faith was shaken, for whom there were no absolutes—wher@ogasvhere was
man?—the most sensible answer was often a question” (206).
Even more poignant:
A Jew survives the gas chambers, having lost every one of his
relatives.
The resettlement officer asks him where he would
like to go.
“Australia,” he replies.

“But that’s so far,” says the officer.

“From where?” asks the Jew. (Lipman 208)
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For the Jewish survivors Europe was no longer a point of reference. They had lost their

bearings and their whole world, as well.

The above joke, or some version of it, has appeared in anthologies of Jewish humor
since the 1940s. One version was told on the radio in the spring of 1939 by writer and
journalist Alexander Woollcott during a broadcast in support of the Wagner-Rodlers Bi
The bill would have relaxed immigration restrictions and allowed some 20,000 children,
mostly Jewish, to escape from Nazi Germany and enter the United 8tetas ultimately
withdrawn after fierce opposition from various patriotic organizations, seakng t
children’s doom (Raskin 144).

The joke can be understood in two different ways. Alan Dershowitz connects it to
the concept of the wandering Jew, emphasizing its timelessness and couziagtitali
within Jewish folklore. He clearly situates its meaning within the Jewsigtent historical
condition rather than within circumstances outside of it. However, the joke albe can
placed in the specific historical and political context of the post-war exskiiR145-46).

Even when Jewish jokes and humorous stories do not turn on questions answered by
questions, they often take the form of “internal dialectic dialogues” featitihgn
reasoning—point and counterpoint (Saper 81-82). Hasidic stories often featorita c
wrestling with God’s laws” in which the lesson learned is found more in the giveaked-
between teacher and pupil than in the frequently enigmatic answers (Saposnik 101). The
chochem fun Chelstories often feature such dialogues, as well.

Chelm was an actual city in Poland. Rabbi Joseph Telushkin writes thazeagiti
“were for unknown reasons stigmatized as idiots” (58). Jokes about Chelm started
circulating in the manner of folklore in the nineteenth century. In these stori@sose

again find the Jewish reverence for scholarship and scholars being poked fun at. When
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confronted with a problem, the citizens of Chelm typically will arrive at atieol that is

“theoretically correct, but practically absurd” (Wisse 10). Ruth Wadfa's this example:
Once, during the period of penitential prayers,
the old shammes (sexton) of Chelm complained
that he was too old and too weak to make the
rounds of all the Jewish homes, banging on the
shutters to wake the inhabitants for midnight services.
The people of Chelm called an assembly, considered
the problem from all points of view, and concluded
that it would be best to assemble all the shutters,
stack them by the shammes’ house, and have him bang
on all of them at the same time. (10)
Such stories mock intellectualism divorced from reality. Wisse notes thaatidi¢d
movement revolted against Talmudic scholasticism in much the same way.
In other jokes and stories, difficult situations are reinterpreted so as to ¢éimina
the fear and pain:
Once a fire broke out in the house where
Motke Khabad was living. As the house
went up in flames, the inhabitants all rushed
outside in a frenzy. Some brought pails of water,
but Motke stood there laughing. “What are you
laughing at?” they asked him. Motke replied: “I see
my revenge on the cockroaches.” (Wisse 12)

Wisse harks back to Freud to explain how stories such as these work: humorous
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displacement allows an inappropriate response to transform a horrific miomhoezat

pleasure-giving one.

Rabbi Joseph Telushkin comments that the inhabitants of Chelm, rather than being
stupid, are in possession of “a naivete so extraordinary that the listenestaprdted to a
new vision of reality” (58). He also writes that although they may heaatine words as
we hear, they understand them differently. He illustrates this with the foljgake:

A Jew from Chelm visits Warsaw. In the main
shul (synagogue), he hears the shammes ask a
riddle: “Who is my father's son but not

my brother?”

No one knows.

“It's me,” the shammes says.

The Chelm Jew is very impressed. He returns
home and, after shul, asks: “Who is my father’s son
but not my brother?”

No one knows. So the Chelm Jew answers: “The
shammes in Warsaw.” (59)

The Chelm stories gently mock those who passively accept their lot in life
while they wait for heavenly intervention. One story suggests, “If waitnghe
Messiah is a low-paying task, it is nonetheless steady work” (Saposnik 101).

In schlemiel jokes and stories, the anti-intellectualism of the Cheim stoeieges
with antirationalism. As Wisse writes, “The reader is invited to entettaiparadoxical
notion that the absurd interpretation of experience may permit optimism, wheatamal

explanation will never lead beyond despair” (12-13). The historical facts ofrteeanth
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and twentieth centuries certainly pointed toward despair for the Jews. Thumtit is

surprising that they were inspired and consoled by figures who embodied maorgthstre
The schlemiel, for all his political weakness, was such a figure.

Isaac Bashevis Singer created a memorable schlemiel in his stanpéhe
Fool.” Singer wrote the story in Yiddish; it wasmtislated into English by Saul Bellow
in 1953. It is noteworthy that even after the Holocaust—after the annihilation difdmi
Jews, the extinction of entire communities, the virtual death of a language alhare—€
this story of moral victory could still resonate with readers throughout Europe and
America. The symptom of Gimpel’s foolishness is his trust. He is continuousivddc
by his fellow-villagers in the fictional town of Frampol, yet he never loseaith in the
triumph of goodness. Wisse points out that he is tested more harshly than the typical
schlemiel of previous stories—a possible reflection of the grimness of tbadakperiod
in which he was created.

This story is distinguished by Gimpel’s attitude toward himself. He staqagitly
at the introduction to the story, “I don't think myself a fool. On the contrary. Bus tivagt
folks call me” (3). The Frampol rabbi supports Gimpel, advising him, “It isew;tbetter
to be a fool all your days than for one hour to be evil. You are not a fool. They are the
fools. For he who causes his neighbor to feel shame loses Paradise himselfs¢g). Wi
suggests that Gimpel “may be choosing to play the fool in order to retain hissaoitslin
the face of universal cynicism” (61).

Gimpel makes a deliberate choice to believe his wife’s excuses for hgslenult
infidelities. “What’s the good ofot believing?” he asks himself philosophically.
“Today it's your wife you don’t believe; tomorrow it's God Himself you woake stock

in”(14). Wisse makes the important connection between Gimpel’s attitude towavdehis
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and his attitude toward God. He chooses to trust both unconditionally though circumstances

have given him no reason to. Wisse also points out the story’s somewhat ambiguous
attitude toward Gimpel, who is sometimes portrayed as faithful, sometmuesliale.

Referring to the Holocaust, Wisse suggests that “man’s heretofore aosdsp
genius for evil” may have rendered the schlemiel obsolete. In our time, gddititvism
seems a far more appropriate response to the world’s evils. Yet for massviétihe
Holocaust, a political response was not an optkeeping faith and continuing to
behave in a moral, ethical manner were the only forms of resistance availallén Bue
time, there is pain that politics cannot possibly address. For that pain we ooigl kthe
schlemiel—the fool, the madman, or the saint—for guidance.

It has been suggested that black humor has roots in the shtetl tradition of the
schlemiel and the schlimazel. Both feature fools as protagonists. In JaysBoge,
traditional protagonists have had a choice between accommodation at one end of the
continuum and rebellion at the other. For the black humor hero, neither choice exists any
longer. Frequently, the comedy lies in his inapit recognize this. He is condemned
to live his life without agency. The schlemiel never had the choice of rebelling; he was
born lacking the resources to change or become more than he is. He understands the world
through simplistic beliefs; logic and learning are beyond him. He interpreitseve
according to his already-existing beliefs. He rarelg &t himself; he generally reacts to
events as they occur. In fiction, he changes little from the beginning of dsitsend.
In society, he is an outsider. When we consider the nature of the society he stadds outs
of, he appears to us to be a hero (Boyer 167-69). The outsider is often an honored figure
in modern fiction—especially modern American fiction. But this is not true of thienvict

the loser. The black humor protagonist is both.
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Traditional heroes have had to choose whether to create their own system of

values and live true to it or to accommodate themselves to the existing values of the
culture in which they live. But they had to choose. The black humor hero, with no
reward in sight, has no motivation to choose. The schlemiel points us to something
beyond everyday culture and values. The black humor hero points us only to the void
(Boyer 173-74).

There are stock characters begslueschlemiel and the schlimazel to be found in
Jewish jokes and stories. Two that appear frequently are the schadchergémarria
broker) and thechnorrer (beggar). Freud addressed eadbkasand Their Relation to
the UnconsciousHe notes the schadchen’s “characteristic mixture of
mendacious impudence and readiness of repartee” (63), which he #sistitt the
following joke:

The schadchen was defending the girl
he had proposed against the young man’s protests.
“I don’t care for the mother-in-law,” said
the latter. “She’s a disagreeable, stupid person.”
“But after all, you’re not marrying the
mother-in-law. What you want is her daughter.”
“Yes, but she’s not young any longer, and
she’s not precisely a beauty.”
“No matter. If she’s neither young nor
beautiful she’ll be all the more faithful to you.”
“And she hasn’t much money.”

“Who’s talking about money? Are you
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marrying money, then? After all it's a wife that

you want.”
“But she’s got a hunchback too.”
“Well, whatdo you want? Isn’t she to
have a single fault?” (71)
Freud points to the glib argument intended to mask faulty reasoning—a tactic
commonly employed in Jewish humor.
Schadchens were more than characters in jokes and stories; such people actually
existed. Excluded from many occupations, shtetl Jews had to find ways ta Qeteby
such way was by arranging marriages, thus serving an important functiorrin thei
communities. The schadchen was also valued for his or her propensity for carrying
gossip from home to home. The schadchen, as well as the schnorrer, to be discussed
below, were viewed ambivalently by their neighbors. On the one hand, they were the
exasperating targets of jokes. But on the other hand, they were viewed with a kind of
affectionate tolerance and appreciated for the role they played. Furteethey were
recognizedinquestioningly as members of the closed shtetl society. As such, they
added to the cohesiveness of the group. They were the targets of jokes, but not of the
bitterest jokes. That role was reserved for those in the hostile world outsiaesbitétl
(Ziv, Jewish Humob1). Some have suggested that there is a subconscious hostility
toward women present in schadchen jokes, in which the prospective bride is invariably
hideously deformed, disabled, or otherwise undesirable. As Asa Arthur Berger moted, “
can't recall any jokes about beautiful women being taikgschadchens to meet
ugly and deformed men” (104). Still, he also noted that the woman®iafik are

generally so outsized as to be obviously exaggerated, emphasizing the unréadity of
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story. In a more serious vein, Berger sees the schadchen as symbolic ofstire Je

general—making the best of the less-than-promising circumstancestieeBbth
schadchens and Jews, he suggests, may resist recognizing the dimensions of the
problems confronting them; rather, they try to retain their optimism.
In order to understand the figure of the schnorrer, one must understand the place

of charity among Jews. Telushkin offers the following:

At a circus, the strongman Hercules startles

everyone with magnificent feats of strength,

lifting hundreds of pounds over his head and

putting a fist through a solid wall. For his final

act, he takes a lemon and squeezes it. At first,

the juice dribbles out quickly, then it slows

down, and finally not a single drop comes out.

The circus manager steps forward and says: “I

will personally give anyone who can squeeze even

one more drop from this lemon two hundred dollars.”

Two large men, both of whom look like bouncers,

step forward. Each one squeezes the lemon with

all his might, but not a drop comes out.

“Does anyone else want to try?” the manager
asks.
A short, slightly built man steps forward.
People in the crowd snicker. The man picks up the

lemon and squeezes it. Juice gushes out. The
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manager is stunned. He steps forward with two

hundred-dollar bills, but when he hands them
over, he can't resist asking the man: “Who are you?
What do you do?”

“Seymour Goldstein,” the man answers. “I'm

a fund-raiser for the UJA [United Jewish Appeal].” (167)

People tend to be reluctant to part with money, and Jewish charities are renowheun for t
prowess at squeezing the last bit of juice out of a lemon—if not a stone.

The Hebrew word for charityzedakajs derived frontzedekthe word for justice.

The Talmud teachesTZedakas equal to all other commandments combined” (Telushkin
168). This goes a long way toward explaining the schnorrer's self-confidence.Zhune

in fact, writes that schnorrers “elevated chutzpa to a state dflawish Humo61). They
often felt that they were doing a favor for those they extracted money frimyldidn’t
really feel that way, they acted as if they did.

Of course, the harsh conditions under which the Jews of the shtetls lived contributed
toward the presence of schnorrers, as well. The schnorrer, like everyone else, had t
survive. He used any means he could devise to achieve his desired end. “Tact and self-
restraint were not his strong points” (Ausubel 267; qtd. in Berger 105), as evidenced in the
following schnorrer joke:

A schnorrer appeared at the home of a rich man
and begged for some money to see a doctor. The
rich man gave him some money. “But | need
more than this if I'm to go to the clinic.” “But

that's very expensive,” said the rich man. “Why
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don’t you go to a regular doctor?” “For my health,” said

the schnorrer, “nothing is too good.” (Berger 107)
The idea that only the best is good enough for someone who has nothing is common in
schnorrer jokes. As Berger states, “There is something almost heroiclabautacity
of the schnorrer” (105).

Jewish folklore contributed to what eventually became Jewish comic lieeratuo
revolutionary movements of the mid-eighteenth century helped to lay the groundwork, as
well. One was Hasidism, which encouraged joy as the proper mood for religious life
Hasidism rejected what it viewed as the rigidity of traditional Judaspracticed and
prescribed by the religious leadership. The second wasasiealah,or Jewish
Enlightenment, which found both traditional Judaism and Hasidism unacceptable. The
Haskalah brought forth a considerable body of satirical writing in both Hedomdw
Yiddish (Goldsmith 13-14).

The Haskalah originated as a German-Jewish movement. Its major proponent was
Moses Mendelssohn, who had been influenced by the rationalism of the time. Later,
romanticism exerted its influence. Eventually, the traditional theologitiahale for
Jewish life was weakened and replaced with historical and cultural appr¢@ciésmith
14).

Meanwhile, in mid-nineteenth-century Russia, intellectuals were turaing t
populism, looking to the folk for authenticity. This influenced Jewish intellectualselas w
In all, it can be said that “the emergence of modem Jewish humor is ... coincident with
the proliferation of ideological diversity in Eastern European Jewish s@agidtyith the
triumph of the Yiddish language as a major written as well as oral medium of Jewish

culture” (Goldsmith 14).
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The three masters of Jewish comic literature were Mendele MochamS&hiblom

Aleichem, and Y. L. Peretz. They wrote as Eastern European Jews weragrrerg a
relatively primitive, segregated society into mainstream Western eulivinile eager to
lead their people into modernity, these thmeseskilim(idealistic intellectuals) were just as
committed to preserving Jewish identity. As they made their way into a ndd, wany
Jews were burdened with feelings of inferiority stemming from their uhéaity with

new languages and cultures and, as well, from their historical treatmentlzsadie
people. Sholom Aleichem, Mendele, and Peretz reminded them of their own great
culture—their humanism and their ethical standards—and urged them to go forth with
pride (Goldsmith 19).

Mendele’s instrument was satire. Discarding sentimentality, he portrhiett s
life as provincial and beset by superstition. Like all satire, his work &sktime existence
of a moral and ethical standard. His standard was a combination of traditiorsddl Jew
ethics and the principles of the Haskalah. The objects of his satire were those who
violated those codes.

The devastating poverty of the shtetl Jews forced Mendele to view them more
sympathetically and focus his satire on their oppressors. They needed food more tha
enlightenment. Furthermore, he recognized that social reform was not up tottivasup
to the local and Czarist governments. Gradually, he abandoned social satire for socia
allegory, “the novel of ideas, and . . . irony—a kind of satire in which the model is God, the
unrealizable ideal of perfection, and in which the hopelessness of the existingposridi
pitted against the Messianic dream. Once the gap between reality and improiseme
unbridgeable, the ideal to which the mind turns might as well be transcendental (Wiss

29). The evolution of Mendele’s philosophy can be seen in a single bookFavets of
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Benjaminlll.

Peretz, called “the intellectual force of Yiddish literature” (Saposnik 104k, &
cosmic view, much like Mendele in his later work. Well-versed in Hasidic loret2e
combines the logical with the theological. In perhaps his most famous story, liBonts
Shvayg,” he looks skeptically upon the idea of obedience as a virtue. Ruth Wisse has
commented that the story is commonly misread as a study of sainthood, whereas it i
actually “a socialist’s exposure of the grotesquerie of sufferingancal’ (22). His
comedy could be caustic and bitter (Saposnik 102).

Surely the most famous of the masters of Yiddish comic writing is Sholom
Aleichem. He is less satirical than Mendele and less caustic than, Rétetto write
critically and affectionately at the same time. He was greatly mfke by Mendele,
from whom he learned how to use jokes, parody, and word-play (Goldsmith 22).
Sholom Aleichem exposes the weaknesses of shtetl society without robbing it of it
dignity. Both are embodied in the character of Tevye the Dairyman, the hertof eig
stories. Tevye’s life reflects the evolving predicament of the shigtlQeer time,

Tevye faces various challenges from each of his five daughters. He is forced t
reexamine his values and adjust them—to the extent that he is able—to a world that
threatens to erase his identity as well as his very existence (Saposnik 102).

Despite the fragile position of Sholom Aleichem’swls, his has been
characterized as a literature of optimism. It has been pointed out that kiswsirbe
viewed within the context of Judaism, which posits the existence of a just God and makes
ethical behavior a requirement for a meaningful life. In doing so, it createdextoht
optimism and hope. Even during the Holocaust, Sholom Aleichem’s stories brought

comfort to the inmates of the ghettos and camps (Goldsmith 13-16). While optimistic,
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Sholom Aleichem’s humor is a response to the disparity between the real andlthe idea

between what is and what ought to be.

Sholom Aleichem’s three major works drevye the Dairyman, Menahem-Mend|,
andMotl, Son of Peysi the Cantdrhe hero of each work may be thought of as an
archetype—each, in his own way, representing the Jewish people as a whole as Sholom
Aleichem viewed themlevye the Dairymais a sequence of stories in the tradition of
medieval Yiddish folktales and Hasidic legends, in which a righteous man rises above his
predicament and sees his faith, ultimately, vindica#zhachem-Mendhay be seen as a
parody of thebrivnshtellers—¥iddish letter-writing guides popular in Sholom Aleichem'’s
time despite their stilted vocabularies and rigidustures. Its hero symbolizes
the Jew who has been driven to succumb to moddenaind, as a consequence,
becomes separated from his roots and traditidiogl, Son of Peyshe Cantor,is a portrait
of East European Jewish childhood and a celebration of those who made the difficult
transition to America with their traditions upheld and their spirits intact (GoldsL6-17).

The shteti in which Sholom Aleichem’s characters lived and from which they wer
ultimately driven was Kasrilevka—from the Hebrew name Kasriel, which nfeamsn of
God.” One can trace a direct line from the fools’ town of Chelm to Mendele’'szidabk
(Paupersville) to Kasrilevka. The Chelm tales argyythe Kabtzansk stories are
satirical; the Kasrilevka stories are characterized by adventatregg and humor
(Goldsmith 23). Word-play and illogic link the Chelm stories to Sholom Aleicheas’s
well. As Emanuel S. Goldsmith has observed, Sholom Aleichem’s characters “often
sacrifice the rules of sound reasoning to considerations of humanity and kindness. They
even find it impossible to conceive of their persecutors as impervious to the caustecef |

and the cry of the oppressed. Sholom Aleichem’s ‘little people’ take thingsdiated.
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They count their chickens before they are hatched. They commit regaitarlyfallacy of

logic. Rules do not appeal to them because they are creatures of the heart” (20).

A perfect example of this kind of “little person” is Sholem Shacnach, the hero of one
of Sholom Aleichem’s masterpieces: “On Account of a Hat.” In the story, Sholem
Shacnach has just completed the first successful business deal of his Ifeandcheaded
home to celebrate Passover with his family. He wires his wife, promisinignieity
arrival—forgetting that the way home is complicated and the trains arealneelAwaiting
his connection, he falls asleep on a bench next to a Russian official. He awakens and
realizes that his hat is missing. Since all observant Jewish men areddquiep their
heads covered, he absentmindedly grabs the official’s hat. To his amazememusiefe
to catch his train he is treated with deference by the crowds and by the cos\dubtoseat
him in a first-class car. He takes his seat, stunned, and tries to figure ¢iastoecurred.
Suddenly, he sees himself in a mirror with the official’s hat on his head. He contiaties t
he cannot, after all, be Sholem Shacnach, since the hat identifies him as someéfe else
leaps from the train, misses Passover with his family, and is thereatiededdy his
neighbors as the town fool (Saposnik 103). Irving Saposnik looks to Ruth Wisse, who
views the story as not only a Chelm-like tale, but also as “a multilayengcisad . . . may
be read as (1) the plight of the Diaspora Jew, (2) a mockery of authority, andai3)c
quest for identity” (Saposnik 103).

Wisse views the Jews of Sholom Aleichem’s oeuvre as a kind of “schlemiel
people”—without power or fortune, but with a kind of spiritual purity and optimism. She
turns to Maurice Samuel to explain how Sholom Aleichem’s humor helped the Jews of his
time to bear their sufferings. Samuel wrote that “it is more than a thei@pesistance to

the destructive frustrations and humiliations of the Exile. It was the apiphicof a
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fantastic technique that the Jews had developed over the ages . . . to counter the torments

and discriminations to which they were continuously subjected. It was a technique of
avoidance and sublimation; also a technique of theoretical reversal. They had found the
trick of converting disaster into a verbal triumph, applying a sort of Talmudénuity of
interpretation to events they could not handle in their reality” (54; qtd. in Wisse &% W
quotes a portion of a Sholom Aleichem story, “Dreyfus in Kasrilevke,” in whiclaeacter
named Zaidl, the only member of the community with access to a newspapentsabe
verdict of the second Dreyfus trial to his neighbors. The citizens ofilKealsa react to
the verdict with disbelief and outrage—not at thége or the witnesses, but at Zaidl.
“It can't be!”” they cry. “The heavens and the earth have promised thatutirenhust
always come out on top, just as oil comes to the top of water! What will you telki®s ne
What lies? What stories?” (qtd. in Wisse 45). Wisse comments, “Dreyfuasnl&vke is
judged by God’s law; and is God’s truth to be sacrificed by journalism?” Totthens of
Kasrilevke, the ideal is more real than the real; faith is more powerful dots f

Much of Jewish humor is based on incongruity between the real and the ideal.
The Messianic ideal of being chosen did not fit with the reality of continuouscpéose
Intellectual power, gained from Talmudic study, did not prevent external peaeekss.
And the strength of being a geographically, culturally, and linguisticallindist
community became a weakness as that community became increasing@jassdjand
isolated. The shtetl Jews became highly sensitized to incongruities, andsbkyed them
through humor (Schlesinger 318).

Irving Howe has suggested that they might even have become skeptical of their
“chosen” status, writing that the Jewish people, “despite its pride . . . was muchligiicrea

not to recognize how grandiose an anomaly was the contrast between its claim and its
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position. Hence the characteristic strategy of its humor was an irony meigsured the

distance between pretension and actuality, held it up for public inspection and then made of
it the salt of self-ridicule” (19). Yet others maintain that the Messiarpe@&ancy remained
real and vivid. It coexisted with irony in such expressions as “He’ll get heea tihe
Messiah comes” (Knox 333).

In either case, one must marvel at a people who forged humor out of a history of
hardship and persecution. Even more remarkably, it is built around a basic framework of
optimism and hope. This is, arguably, one of the greatest incongruities in thg bistor

humor.
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Chapter 3

“We Are What We Pretend to Be”: Locating the TrutiMather Night

Kurt Vonnegut'sMother Nighthas received scant attention as a Holocaust narrative.
Yet it fits quite comfortably within this genre, because of its historidihgeand because
of the moral ambiguity—characteristic of so much Holocaust writing—tesiali its heart.
Unlike most Holocaust narratives, in which the protagonist is a vidiother Night
features a protagonist who may, or may not, be considered a perpetrator. Howard W.
Campbell, Jr., is an American, raised in Germany, tasked by the Allies to act as a spy
for them. He accepts this role, which involves broadcasting brutal, inflamnzattry
Semitic propaganda. Thus, he does much harm, although it is ostensibly for a good cause.
This is the kind of irony—rife with possibilities for dark humor—that writers such as
Vonnegut relish.

In Mother NightVonnegut plays with contradictions: appearance and reality, truth
and deception, opacity and clarity. Most signifitign he considers the
relationships among intentions, actions, and consequences. Can we really know and trust
our own intentions? What about the intentions of others? Can we ever be certain of how our
words or actions will be interpreted and acted upon? Can the best of intentions dyer just
actions that bring about disastrous consequences? Vonnegut condenses these concern
within the first lines oMother Night in which he writes, “This is the only story of mine
whose moral | know. | don’t think it's a marvelous moral; | simply happen to know what it
is: We are what we pretend to be, so we must be careful about what we pretend)o be" (

He plays, as well, with identity. His Introduction is followed by a signed tEdit
Note” in which he obscures his own identity in relation to the text by posing as editer of

“confessions” of a historical person—Howard W. Campbell, Jr. Thus, he crosses what
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Patricia Waugh calls the “ontological divide,” dissolving the distinction betviée and

fiction (Broer 208, n. 2)Mother Night,Vonnegut’s first metafictive work, with its several
layers of textuality, has been compared in complexity to the self-reflaxves of such
later writers as Donald Barthelme and John Barth by Vonnegut scholar Jeliokuiz
[521).

Vonnegut the editor immediately points out that the purpose, or at least the effect, of
Campbell’s writings may have been to deceive. He elaborates: “To say thad hewsiter
is to say that the demands of art alone were enough to make him lie, and to lie without
seeing any harm in it. To say that he was a playwright is to offer an ewsehamarning to
the reader, for no one is a better liar than a man who has warped lives and passions onto
something as grotesquely artificial as a stage.” He continues, “And, nolwéhaaid that
about lying, I will risk the opinion that lies told for the sake of artistic &fen the theater,
for instance, and in Campbell’s confessions, perhaps, can be, in a higher sense, the mos
beguiling form of truth” (ix-x). It is noteworthy that he never calls them tbetmreliable
form of truth. Was Campbell an autobiographer, a journalist, or an artist? Is &a artis
representation the same as a lie? Is Vonnegut, the author, lying? Vonneguinailys
with the very nature of truth.

Klinkowitz identifies “unraveling the truth” as the substanc&lother Night.
Because Vonnegut has made his relationship to Campbell ambiguous, the reader can never
be certain of whether it is Vonnegut’s version of the truth that is being presented or
Campbell’s. This problem is exacerbated by the biographical simildviiggeen
Vonnegut and Campbell.

Vonnegut has asserted that “people tend to make dramas or fictions of their own

lives” (Reed 69), and he, himself, may have done just that in creating Howard W.
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Campbell, Jr. Campbell was an American, raised in Germany. Vonnegutmneatcan of

German descent. This is revealed in his Introductidvidther Night,in which he also

refers to the “Nazi monkey business” that took place in the 1930s Indianapolis of his youth.
Specifically, he recalls the “vile and lively native American Fgtstiwho slipped him a

copy of The Protocols of the Elders of Zian,which the Jews’ “secret plans for world
domination” were exposed. He recounts the story of his aunt, who mari@etman

German” and had to offer the German government proof that she had no “Jewish

blood, noting that the mayor of Indianapolis “had fun putting ribbons and official akkals
over the documents the Germans required, which made them look like eighteenth-century
peace treaties” (v-vi). Yet being a German-American during thedwaats was generally
anything but fun. Anti-German sentiment was a fact of American life, anudper

American parents, including Vonnegut's, discouraged displays of German cuidutigea

use of the German language (Rackstraw 54).

Vonnegut then reviews his experiences as an American soldier and, ultimately,
prisoner of war in Germany. He entered the war troubled at the prospect of fepiimgt
relatives and family friends still in Germany (Schaff 43). It alselteen speculated that
“he must have been amazed by the paradox of his own capture, imprisonment, and abuse in
Germany by what could have been his countrymen, an irony compounded when, as a
prisoner of war, he was one of the few survivors of the Dresden fire-bombing by what
actually were his own countrymen” (Rackstraw 54).

He concludes his Introduction, “So much for the Nazis andffid.been born in
Germany, | suppose | would halveena Nazi, bopping Jews and gypsies and Poles around,
leaving boots sticking out of snowbanks, warming myself with my secretly viriosiges.

So it goes” (vii-viii). Vonnegut here is acknowledging the roles chaneaajrostances, and
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expectations play in forming one’s character and, thus, determining one’s actions

Additionally, he is foreshadowing Campbell’s self-delusion and denial. Yet thisexs
hardly convincing; almost certainly, it was not meant to be. He is far morernedosith
free will and personal responsibility than with mere chance. LawrenceoB: Botes that
both Vonnegut and Campbell are “engaged in a struggle with guilt and pessimism, and that
both write from a seemingly numb and detached point of view that masks a tortured
conscience.” He notes further, though, that both dare to “venture into their own heart of
darkness, their own ‘Mother Night,” to expose the capacity for cruelty and biimi@ness
within the soul of every man and woman” (46). Still, it is worth noting that Campbellsshow
no signs of a guilty conscience while he is broadcasting his propaganda. Onilgeafte
passage of many years is he willing to introspect and to accept responfibiity actions
and their consequences.

The novel’s title Mother Night,comes from GoetheBaust.Mephistopheles states,
“l am a part of the part that at first was all, part of the darkness thatogah to light, that
supercilious light which now disputes with Mother Night her ancient rank and sjate,
yet cannot succeed; no matter how it struggles, it sticks to matter andetanéeg Light
flows from substance, makes it beautiful; solids can check its path, so | hope ibevon’t
long til light and the world’s stuff are destroyed together” (qtd. in Vonnégpiher Night
xii). Howard W. Campbell, Jr., is torn between the forces of darkness and lightg Ehein
years of his malevolent broadcasts, the world was similarly torn—and thex¢inves
when the victory of darkness seemed inevitable and the light seemed about to be
extinguished. Just as light “sticks to matter and can’t be free,” and “flawsdubstance,”
decency and courage are useless abstract concepts unless they asegosse

demonstrated, and defended by man. Campbell initially believes that his intemgons
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benign, rendering him blameless. But over the course of the novel, tives becomes

difficult, and finally impossible, to sustain. Godautentions alone are useless.

While one part of him risks “venturing into his own heart of darkness,” another part
wishes only to flee reality. He longs to return to childhood, when roles can be tried out and
abandoned without consequence. With his wife, Helga, he creates a private vibasd—
Reich der Zwei-ato which he can retreat and evade responsibility. Beehe is
an artist of sorts, the inclination to create alternative worlds is natunaht He
specializes in writing romances—a genre in which reality is distorted@diand evil are
viewed in the most simplistic terms. When Campbell asks Major Frank Wirtanen, who is
attempting to recruit him as a spy, what he learned about him from his plaje)&ir
replies, “that you admire pure hearts and heroes, that you love good and hate evilt and tha

you believe in romance’™ (39). In other words, that he is naive and one-dimensional—

someone who will do what he is told to do without understanding its implications merely

for the glamour of it. Critic James Lundquist notes the irony of Campbell’arrm

illusions being compatible with the spirit of the times. Hitler thought of himsedf a

crusader, and he actually commissioned a portrait of himself as a knight on uest
Campbell identifies himself as an apolitical man. He readily admithibhaiays are

“medieval romances, about as political as chocolate éclairs” (33). WhemgVirfiast

approaches him, he asks him what he thinks of “the things going on in Germany. Hitler

and the Jews and all that.”” Campbell replies, “It isn’t anything | canrobrso | don’t
think about it” (35). He admits, too, that he was basically neutral toward the,Nd=o,
after all, constituted an enthusiastic audience for his plays. Even as hakingpath

Wirtanen, he comments that he still cannot think of them as perpetrators of/atracihg

“worked too hard . . . for their trust and applause” (36). Later on in the novel, when he is
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asked by Resi, posing as Helga, about the nature of his polities, he replies, &Adlont

music. . . . Ask me what kinds of music | like these days. . . . | have some opinions on
music. | have no political opinions at all’” (92).

At this point Campbell and Vonnegut diverge. Vonnegut was political, and he often
stated his belief (in accordance with those of Hitler, Mussolini, and Stalin,fasdteously
observed) that art, especially writing, should sesociety (Lundquist 14). Yet he created
a hero who harms society. Art, obviously, is informed by the imagination; but exygressi
what one is imagining is not the moral equivalent of lying. Art becomes distmmest
immoral when it is the product of a dishonest or immoral artist. There is also thiemnoés
whether the artist is intentionally dishonest or delusional.

Much has been written about Campbell’s alleged “schizophrenia.” Meads, for
example, suggests that Vonnegut's “hyphenated” ethnicity (Germanidemgled him to
use schizophrenia as a metaphor in several of his works—most promimehtbther
Night. Here, Vonnegut created a hero whose ethnic makeup mirrored his owrhansl w
identified by Leeds as schizophrenic. Campbell, himself, usesoptinenia as an excuse
for his actions, commenting, “But I've always known what | did. I'veagivbeen able to
live with what | did. How? Through that simple and widespread boon to mankind
schizophrenia’(179). Critic Conrad Festa writes that a centralctolgeé satire for
Vonnegut is “man’s inclination to avoid painful reality.” He notes thaflather Night,in
particular, Vonnegut focuses on “the human ability to willfullgleet simple, available
knowledge in order to maintain insane ideas and attitudes” (146). Thedtdyhere is
“willfully”; if Campbell’s neglect is willful, can he be thouglaff as schizophrenic? Leeds
notes that Campbell is “incapable of distinguishing his coreirs¢lfe face of his many

parts”—and this is probably true. He writes, further, that “sgihzenia is presented as
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the predominant operational activity enabling all the charaabelise in harmony with

their many selves” (82). Leeds attributes Campbell's predicaioe‘the confluence of
heredity, opportunity, and political upheaval” (83).

Sometimes it is difficult to tell whether Leeds and other critics aitengyof
metaphoric schizophrenia or actual, clinical schizophrenia. Arguably, it wouldlbi s/
aside this model of disease and think of Campbell’s actions as conscious and eelfHwill
he did not know what the consequences of his actions would be, it is because he deliberately
suppressed that knowledge. It would be more accurate to think of Campbeklas w
selfish, cynical, and ultimately immoral than tontkiof him as sick. It would have made
little sense for Vonnegut to write of someone not responsible for his actions; he is not a
psychotherapist, and his version of a case study would have been of little impdrtance.
Mother Nightresponsibility issverythingDoris Lessing wrote, “What Vonnegut deals
with, always, is responsibility.”

On the other hand, it would have made little sense for Vonnegut to write of
someone unambiguously evil. This would have made for a comparatively shallow,
insignificant book. Lessing also wrote that Vonnegut returned again and again to the
problem of “the ambiguities of complicity” (35).

Campbell was complicit in the crimes of Nazism—and he knew it. Vonnegut makes
this clear even before the story proper begins. In his Editor's Note he alluaesmment
Campbell made in “a chapter of the book that he later discarded”: *| wrote the
dedication—'To Mata Hari.” She whored in the interef espionage, and so did I’”
(xii). On page 2, Campbell admits that he always wrote of the S.S. with enthusesm. H
recalls the typewriter upon which he wrote his propaganda, and particularly thélkéyew

symbol of the S.S., adding, “I never abbreviated it as ‘S.S.,” but always struck theitiype
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key for the far more frightening and magical twin lightning strokes.” Th&tionye and

power of the S.S. resonated with him more profoundly than the terror the organization
represented.

A few pages later, Campbell recounts an incident involving one Arpad Kovacs—a
guard in the Israeli prison where Campbell is awaiting trial for waresi During this
incident Campbell identifies himself to the reader as “a Nazi radio propatjaandhrewd
and loathsome anti-Semite” (12). Kovacs is wrapped in the same moral amthigtiity
enshrouds Campbell. During the war, he had obtdialed papers and not only passed as
an Aryan, but joined the S.S. At the same time that he was an ardent Nazi, he wgs leakin
critical information to the Jewish prisoners. And now he serves the Isragjisabying
people who committed the very crimes he, himself, had committed.

Campbell has provided Kovacs with a portion of his confession, to which Kovacs
responds by shouting, “Give it to those complacent bastards. Tell those smug bfiquets.’
Briquets, Campbell explains, are “people who did nothing to save their own lives or
anybody else’s life when the Nazis took over, who were willing to go mediiktlye way to
the gas chambers, if that was where the Nazis wanted them to go” (11).H8relthe
things a man does to stay alive!”” Kovacs enjoins Campbell (12).

The things a man does to stay alive: this is the issue at the core of Holoctngt wri
How selfish is it permissible to be? How much sacrifice can one be expecteklet® Hawv
much responsibility for others can one be expected to bear? What are we to do when the
goals of surviving and of maintaining one’s humanity collide? Finally, has arlgenght
to judge anyone else’s responses to these dilemmas? These questions, perhaps,rhave neve
been more incisively explored than by Primo Levi in his essay “The Gray dehiefi

appears in his collectiohhe Drowned and the Savete considers the phenomenon of the
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prisoner hierarchy in the concentration camps. (He, himsedf aymisoner at Auschwitz.)

It became immediately apparent to the new arrivals that there wassao€lprivileged
prisoners. Writing of a typical member of this class, Levi observes, “He watase you,
extinguish any spark of dignity that he has lost and you perhaps still presEtye” (
Resisting these people was a serious transgression that elicited senseguences. It is
the space occupied by these prisoner-functionaries that Levi idensifiaggeay zone . . .
where the two camps of masters and servants both diverge and converge” (42). This, he
writes, confuses our need to judge. He makes the astute statement thas]‘ndtvenough
to relegate [the prisoner-functionaries] to marginal tasks; the besoviayd them [was] to
burden them with guilt, cover them with blood, compromise them as much as possible, thus
establishing a bond of complicity so that they [could] no longer turn back” (43). lades st
that the prisoner-functionaries were also moved to collaborate by a combindtiemarf
ideological seduction, servile imitation of the victor, myopic desire for angpow
whatsoever, even though ridiculously circumscribed in time and space, cowandice,
finally, lucid calculation aimed at eluding the imposed orders and order” (43pridkudes
this part of the essay by asserting that it would be “imprudent” to issuenhastly
judgments on those trapped in this predicament. He addresses the issue of the Kapos—those
in positions of command—and admits that “judgment becomes more tentative” for them.
The Jews who voluntarily joined their ranks did so in hope of becoming exempted from
Hitler’s Final Solution.

Levi makes the critical point that “even if one didt wish to take into account
the infernal environment into which [the prisoners] had been abruptly flung, it icdldgi
demand—and rhetorical and false to maintain—that they all and alwayséddlthe

behavior expected of saints and stoic philosophers” (49). In their struggle to suihvive,
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room for choices (especially moral choices) was reduced to zero” (50).

Levi moves on to the most difficult class of prisoner-functionaries to fathom—the
Sonderkommandos. It was their responsibility to sort the new arrivals’ passegsi send
them efficiently to the gas chambers, to remove the corpses from the chamdelivest
them of any usable materials, to bring the corpses to the crematoria, ambve snd
dispose of the ashes. Far from receiving special privileges, these peepledexarly death
sentences so that none of them could reveal what they had seen and done.

Early inMother Night,Vonnegut introduces us to another of his Israeli guards—
Andor Gutman, a former Sonderkommando who had survived by lasting until “the orders
came from Himmler to close the ovens down” (7). Gutman had volunteered for th& speci
detail, and now he is at a complete loss to explain why. He tells Campbell of ticematis
had emanated from the loudspeakers at Auschwitz all day long, interrupted by

announcements. “All day long, music and announcements,” he recalls. “Very mder
Campbell flippantly replies. One of the most frequently heard announcemertSavpse-
carriers to the guardhouse.” “After two years of hearing that call trecloudspeakers,

between music’” Gutman tells Campbell, “the position of corpse carrier sudsenhded

like a very good job™ (9). Campbell expresses his understanding, and assures @Giaima

he has nothing to be ashamed of; Gutman remains unconvinced. Is Campbell being

characteristically cynical, or does he understand, on some level, the bitp&gsing

judgment on someone trapped in an absurd environment? Certainly, Vonnegut understands.
The Sonderkommandos were often Jews, and Levi recognizes “this paroxysm of

perfidy and hatred: it must be the Jews who put the Jews into the ovens; it must be shown

that the Jews, the subrace, the submen, bow to any and all humiliation, even to destroying

themselves” (52). He continues: “Conceiving and organizing the squads was National
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Socialism’s most demonic crime. . . . This institution represented an attemt tmii

others, specifically, the victims, the burden of guilt, so that they werevedmf even the
solace of innocence” (53). Further, Levi sees the existence of the squadssaageme

“We, the master race, are your destroyers, but you are rer biedn we are; if we so

wish, and we do so wish, we can destroy not only your bodies, but also your souls, just as
we have destroyed ours™(54).

He illustrates this with what is, arguably, the centerpiece ofdok:kihe story of a
soccer game between the S.S. and the Sonderkommandos, who saw themselves as
colleagues. The game occurred during a “work pause.” Those who were not on the
improvised playing field cheered their teams on, and took bets, “as if, rather than at
gates of hell, the games were taking place on the village green” (3% rdrements that
“behind the armistice one hears satanic laughter: it is consummated, we h@aexisdc
you are no longer the other race, the anti-race, the prime enemy of the mililRgich; you
are no longer the people who reject idols. We have embraced you, corrupted you, dragged
you to the bottom with us. You are like us, you proud people: dirtied with your own blood,
as we are. You too, like us and like Cain, have killed the brother. Come, we can play
together” (55).

Levi had, in fact, a good ear for satanic laughter. In his several worksremg his
Holocaust experience, he maintains a tone of gravity and respect appropriateutgeloe
Still, there is a current of dark humor running throtiggm.The Drowned and the Saved,
for example, is arguably Levi’'s most angry, judgmental book. Yet within its pages the
boundaries between reality and black humor dissolve as he describes real-tifmnsitua
such as the above-described soccer game, that the best of black humorists could not have

made up.
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Similarly, in The Periodic Tablé,evi, trained as a chemist, playfully yet bitterly

uses chemical elements as metaphors. He writes that chemistry and phgsecthe
antidote to Fascism . . . because they were clear and distinct and verifieNdeyastep,
and not a tissue of lies and emptiness, like the radio and newspapers” (42). In tee chapt
entitled “Lead,” evoking the image of the smoke and ashes of the crematoriagtelse wr
“lead is actually the metal of death: because it brings on death, becausiglitsisva
desire to fall, and to fall is a property of corpses, because its very colored-deld. . . .
Lead is a material different from all other materials, a metal whichea@ud tired,
perhaps tired of transforming itself and that doeswant to transform itself anymore:
the ashes of who knows how many other elements full of life, which thousands upon
thousands of years ago were burned in their own fire” ( 87). Levi’'s recognitibe datk
humor and absurdity of the Holocaust experience enriches our understanding of it.

Shortly after relating the story of the soccer game, Levi proc)dirbglieve that
no one is authorized to judge [the Sonderkommandos], not those who lived through the
experience of the Lager and even less those who did not” (59). He explainatésesit
by noting “the almost physical necessity with which political coercioagybirth to [an]
ill-defined sphere of ambiguity and compromise” (67). We can add another layer of
ambiguity by noting that in proclaiming “no one is authorized to judge,” Levi is, in fac
rendering a judgment.

Where does the case of Howard W. Campbell, Jr., fit within this discourse of guilt,
complicity, and judgment? He was not a prisoner, although he was, in his way, a
functionary. The Nazis established a bond of complicity with him not by manipulating him
into performing brutal, gruesome tasks but by persuading him—effortlesséy, @&s e

can tell—into disseminating brutal, harmful propaganda. They seduced him not with
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ideology but with the vague promise of power and romance. There is no mention in the

book of coercion. The all-important difference between Campbell and the Holocawnst vict
perpetrators Levi describes is ti@ampbell had the power to choose.

Yet as we delve deeper into the text, it becomes necessary to consider the
possibility that Campbell had no more power to choose than any of us do in this
fundamentally absurd world. Critics have weighed in on both sides of this issue. Robert
Merrill notes that Jerome Klinkowitz “identifies Vonnegut’s metaphydioame as his
belief that mankind should reject responsibility for an absurd universe” (8). While
Vonnegut recognized that the universe, through no fault of man, is absurd, he never
advocated rejecting one’s responsibility to act morally, ethically, angassionately
within it.

It was noted earlier that Doris Lessing considered Vonnegut's esskatiee to be
responsibility. She notes Vonnegut's depiction aintpbell years after the war—
dazed and confused over the question of his own guilt—and cites this as an example of
Vonnegu’s understanding of “the ambiguities of complicity.” Lessing conswieether
Campbell had given any thought to—whether he wasrawf—the possible
repercussions of his acts while he was engaged in committing them. Shihabtes
Campbell compares himself favorably to Eichmann, as when he says, “My case is
different. | always know when | tell a lie, am cdpe of imagining the cruel
consequences of anybody’s believing my lies, know cruelty is wrong. | could molisor
without noticing it than | could unknowingly pass a kidney stone” (Vonnegut 166). Thus,
Campbell lied but essentially did not care.

In Mother Night,Campbell actually meets Eichmann in prison before offering the

above-quoted comment. Vonnegut imagines the meeting as follows:
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“May | ask you a personal question?” | said.

“Certainly,” he said benignly. . . .
“Do you feel that you're guilty of murdering
six million Jews?” | said.
“Absolutely not,” said the architect of Auschwitz,
the introducer of conveyer belts into crematoria, the greatest customer

in the world for a gas called Cyklon-B. (165)

Eichmann never admits to the lies he told about the Jews. In fact, in his mind
he was not lying; he fully believed Nazi racial theory. His lie was inidgny
responsibility for the deadly program resulting from that theory. Carnpbel
predicts, correctly, that Eichmann’s defense will be that he was only
following orders. He comments, “As a friend of the court that will try
Eichmann, | offer my opinion that Eichmann cannot distinguish between right
and wrong—that not only right and wrong, but truth and falsehood, hope and
despair, beauty and ugliness, kindness and cruelty, comedy and tragedy, are
all processed by Eichmann’s mind indiscriminately, like birdshot through a
bugle” (166). Campbell concludes, “The more | think about Eichmann and
me, the more | think that he should be sent to the hospital, and that | am the
sort of person for whom punishments by fair, just men were devised” (166).

Campbell is, it seems, being too generous with Eichmann. Eichmann was an
unrepentant anti-Semite, a liar who knew he was lying, and a coward. He spoke the truth
about the Jews within the context of his own value system, but his own value system was
sick and dangerous. He may not have understood that prejudice and persecution are wrong,

but there is no evidence to suggest that he did not know that lying is wrong; still, he



65
blithely lied to try to save himself. Surely, there is no evidence to suggekethauld not

distinguish between kindness and cruelty; he knew full well that he was be&ldpuat
excused himself in the belief that his victims deserved such cruelty.

Every question itMother Nightraises more questions. Is Campbell less guilty than
Eichmann because he was not truly an anti-Semite—just someone who incited anti-
Semitism in others? Weren't the consequences of their actions esgehéiabme? Does
that fact that Campbell knew the statements that he was making veeredaiehow give
him the moral upper hand?

Lessing states that “Vonnegut simply cannot bear what we are.” @gridother
Night suggests his frustration with our apathy, vanity, and capacity for moral blintffegtss
she acknowledges his awareness of our complexity—his refusal to catqueujde as
either wholly good or starkly evil. Further, she states that Vonnegut'sasoxer what we
are forces her to remember that in 1939, there were many who were calling fbmited
States and Great Britain to take a more aggressive stance toware-ttititop him while
he could still be stopped. Lessing states that Vonnegut “rubs our noses in theofesults
missed chances,” and then reminds us of “how soon our judgmentséaaaped by
the horribleness of what was going on.” She explains‘#haiost all at once Good and
Evil became polarized into Us and Them and quite forgotten was the knowledge that the
war could have been prevented if our governments had wanted.” She concludes that
responsibility for the whole horror that was World War Il was “ours as msitiheas.”

Her point—and it is an important one—is that in a world where too many are tempted to
succumb to a feeling of helplessness, Vonnegut is willing to take responsibility

Yet there are other critics and Vonnegut scholars, such as Lawrence R vBroe

focus on the Vonnegut hero as victim. In his book entBedity Plea: Schizophrenia in
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the Novels of Kurt Vonnegwroer shows himself to be one of the many critics noted

above who stress mental illness as metaphor in both social and individual contexts. Itis a
metaphor for the cruel, violent, self-destructive society that the Vonneguinhabits. In

this society, madness passes for normalcy, and, as Broer waitesr‘frames of

reference are ambiguous and equivocal. Distinctions between sanity and insamndgnbe

the schizoid individual and the psychotic, are problematical” (6). Vonnegut's tdrarace
beset by “bizarre phobias, paranoid delusions, masked aggression, and desaguiate esc
compulsions” (5). Eventually, they crawl into a kind of “schizophrenic shell” (6). Broer
specifically identifies Howard W. Campbell, Jr., as such a hero.

He goes on to suggest that readers ask themselves whether such Vonnegut heroe
are sick and in need of medical attention or, rather, particularly sane and ewearyisi
This is reminiscent of the above-quoted suggestion that lies told for the sake of art can be
the most beguiling form of trutMother Nightis, after all, a book of the sixties—a time
when psychologists, such as R. D. Laing, were challenging accepted notioastaf m
illness by suggesting that insanity may be, in fact, a reasonable amtapiatn insane
world. This is the kind of thinking that can lead to a moral relativism that finds extuses
transgressions of every kind and degree. Once again—Vonnegut acknowledges that the
world we inhabit is insane; yet although he is understanding of how someone could
succumb to this insanity, he is not altogether forgiving.

Campbell, on the other hand, is all too willing to relieve himself of blame for his
transgressions. Late Mother Night,he specifically states, “it was my world rather than
myself that was diseased” (257). Most outrageously, he attempts to projecewhio
his elderly neighbor Mrs. Epstein—an Auschwitz survivor. Nowhere in the novel does he

demonstrate any inclination to try to change the world for the better. In fact, heraféyn
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justifies his inaction in a poem, written by him in 1937, entitled “Reflections on Not

Participating in Current Events”:
| saw a huge steam roller,
It blotted out the sun.
The people all lay down, lay down;
They did not try to run.
My love and I, we looked amazed
Upon this gory mystery.
“Lie down, lie down!” the people cried.
“The great machine is history!”
My love and I, we ran away,
The engine did not find us.
We ran up to a mountain top,
Left history far behind us.
Perhaps we should have stayed and died,
But somehow we don't think so.
We went to see where history’d been,

And my, the dead did stink so. (122)

Campbell’'s poem “stinks” from cynicism. On the one hand, he refuses to be steamyolled b
history. On the other hand, he shows no ambition to try to alter the course of “the great
machine,” and he has only contempt for its victims.

If Vonnegut is impatient with those mired in inertia, he is downright contemptuous
of those pumped up with ideological fanaticism. His portrayal of what Campbell,lhimse

refers to as “the classic totalitarian mind” is the source of much of the da¢ uthe
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book. Campbell defines such a mind as one “which might be likened unto a system of gears

whose teeth have been filed off at random. Such a snaggletoothed thought machine, driven
by a standard or even a substandard libido, whirls with the jerky, noisy, gaudy
pointlessness of a cuckoo clock in Hell” (224).

One possessor of such a mind is Bernard B. O’Hare—the ignorant, self-righteous
American “patriot” who sees himself in terms of pigood and Campbell in terms of
pure evil. He is “every bit as fanatical, narrow-minded, and violent as the waist_Na
the ‘American fascists’ that Vonnegut knew as a boy, O’Hare reminds sethder
American patriotism and German fascism [can be] cousins, if not brothers/i(\235).

There is also the Reverend Doctor Lionel Jason David Jones, D. D. S., D. D., publisher of
The White Christian Minutemadones had been expelled from dental school for advancing
his theory that the teeth of Jews and African Americans were proof of thee inna
degeneracy. He later wrote a boGkyrist Was Not a Jewhat, Vonnegut writes,

“combined not only dentistry and theology, but the fine arts as well. . . . He proved his
point by reproducing in the book fifty famous paintings of Jesus. According to Jones, not
one painting showed Jewish jaws or teeth” (67).

Vonnegut pointedly named Jones’s bodyguard August Krapptauer. His claim to
fame was arranging a joint meeting of the German-American Bund anditkeuK Klan.

“At that meeting, Krapptauer declared that the Pope was a Jew and that tlneldiesvs
fifteen-million-dollar mortgage on the Vatican” (Vonnegut 73). Jones'setay was an
unfrocked Paulist Father who still went by the name of Father Keeley. He had bee
chaplain of a Detroit gun club whose dream was to shoot Jews. With these character
among others, Vonnegut portrays the tragic irony of cruelty and injustice takicwyipl

the name of goodness.
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Vonnegut wrote both O’Hare and Jones as caricatures; Campbell is much more

like someone we might actually know, or be. Although it is difficult to argue that
Vonnegut feels affection for Campbell, it is clear to see that he understandadiime
forces that helped make him what he is. One of \égut's themes iMother Nightis
that people are neither pure good nor pure evil, neither entirely self-awardfnor s
deluding, but rather a complex, confounding blend.

Writing from a distinctly postmodern perspective, Vonnegut projects a helieéi
uncertainty of reality and, thus, the arbitrariness of truth (Han 759). Tony Tannerqudints
that withinMother NightVonnegut makes use of a variety of documents—books, letters,
magazines, recordings—to suggest the existence of numerous versions of1@a)ity
Exacerbating the problem of an unknowable reality is Campbell, himself—thaidtim
unreliable narrator.

In Chapter 1 of this dissertation, it was noted that because of unprecedented events
such as the Holocaust, reality has become more fantastic than fantasy, cigateng
ability to represent it. As one critic put it, “the very term ‘fictionéses no longer to have
any currency” (Lundquist 69). Writers such as Vonnegut attempted to meet tleaghaif
representing this new reality with new themes and forms.

Leslie Fiedler identified Vonnegut as a transitional writer—one who adqed tte
pop art but who failed to produce high art. A number of other critics have attempted to
trivialize Vonnegut in this manner. They write condescendingly of him ag@acscfiction
writer. Yet science fiction—uwith its deliberate blurring of the line ket reality and
fantasy—was the perfect genre within which Vonnegut could express his doubtthabout
reliability of our vision of reality (Leeds and Reed 3). Wibther Night,Vonnegut tried

his hand at another pop form—the spy novel. He saw the postmodernist possibilities of this
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genre, as well, recognizing espionage as a world of total alienatioe apeearance and

reality almost always clash (Leeds and Reed 12). Fiedler also points pp#rerd
antipathy to religion irtMother Night;the religious leaders that appear are neo-Nazi
madmen.

The kind of self-reflexive fiction represented lpther Nightwas a bold, new
form at the time of the book’s publication. Vonnegut is an author who writes about
writing and understands that language can be as elusive as MetHar Night,in
particular, he demonstrates that writing can be an unreliable conveyetholbree
Rackstraw points to “the irony that he was using language to explore the ambus
powerful and sometimes even dangerous nature of language itself—how it ... can
influence our perceptions and what we take to be real, and thus can actually shape our
system of values and ethics” (53). This is made explicit in the case of Howard W.
Campbell, Jr., who writes with the intention of promoting good while he is actually
promoting evil and ends up giving aide and comfort to the enemy while being perceived
as the enemy by his own countrymen. “His naive use of language has caused him to
actually be what he thought he was only pretending to be” (Rackstraw 54). Rackstraw
concludes with the observation that history is shaped by the way we use and interpret
language.

In addition,”Mother Nightplays with the time and space of printed narrative—to
suggest what the very idea of representation can do to a human being” (Klinkowitz 53).
Hence Campbell’'s complaint: “The part of me that wanted to tell the truth got tatoed i
an expert liar! The lover in me got turned into a pornographer! The artist in meged t
into ugliness such as the world has rarely seen before” (206).

Vonnegut’s novel is characterized by numerous short chapters with attention-
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grabbing titles. There are also dizzying shifts in time and place, which maghas a

reflection of Vonnegut's disjunctive view of human nature (Lundquist 19). Jerome
Klinkowitz points out that the story the novel tells is already familiar toyever—how

the Nazis rose to power, provoked a war that they initially appeared to be winning, and
then “collapsed in a Gotterdammerung that scrambled personal lives andIndéotiges
for a generation afterward.” He adds, “By making his narrative such a nelyasseed-

up affair Vonnegut is defamiliarizing the material, making it impossinedaders to
proceed as if they already know the story. By turning things upside down and inside out
within each chapter, and from jumping constantly in time and space from one chapter to
the next, he keeps readerly attention fresh and, most importantly, receptiveance
surprising ideas” (54). Arguably the most distinctive feature of Vonnegudik is his
humor—which has proven complex and difficult to classify. He is frequently linked with
early black humorists such as Terry Southern, Bruce J. Friedman, and Stanley EIkin.
These writers, as critic James Lundquist notes, share a propensityrigrttalgic material
and giving it grotesquely comic treatment. Lundquist identifies a numbeylistist

devices common to them, including “self-conscious artifice, a mocking tone, degpair
the possibility of ever correcting human vices, and a tendency to draw infegery. .

pop culture” (19). This last device is evident within the pagédather Nightwhere we

find characters named Campbell, Heinz, and Kraft. Jerome Klinkowitz seestpart of
Vonnegut’'s comic strategy of mixing “the loftiest of moral thoughts with the mdgar
forms of slapstick comedy” (61 Mother Nightfrequently shocks by combining
radically dissimilar elements, such as portraying the mastermindszoaidacities

relaxing over a game of ping-pong (Klinkowitz 55). “History often goasd-in-hand

with sports,” Vonnegut observé@slother Night52).
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Lundquist notes the numerous “funny lines, bizarre images, and smart remarks” that

stand out ilMMother Night(33). Even before the novel proper begins, in his Introduction,
Vonnegut recalls what is the defining moment of his work, if not his life—his experis
a prisoner of war during the firebombing of Dresden. He and his battalion wedelgave
being in a meat-locker under a slaughterhouse. He writes that “if we hadigove to take
a look, we would have been turned into artifacts characteristic of firestaremsirgy pieces
of charred firewood two or three feet long—ridiculously small human beings, or jumbo
fried grasshoppers, if you will. . . . Everything was gone but the cellanewB&,000
Hansels and Gretels had been baked like gingerbread men” (vii). The bizages iofia
jumbo fried grasshoppers and Hansel-and-Gretel corpses grab our attention, andte® does t
offhand tone. Yet they do more than that. They strip away any vestige of sentityiental
from Vonnegut's recollection and, ironically, allow his raw despair to show througiseTh
images call forth the kind of laughter through tears characteristic of do Jeuwssh humor.
According to Klinkowitz, the early black humorists provoked and shocked through
theme and language but made little use of technical innovation. This would separate
Vonnegut from them. Yet, as noted in Chapter 1 of this dissertation, humor theorist Alan
Pratt finds considerable innovation in black humor—specifically noting the &fnd
“rapidly shifting narratives and hazy boundariesvoeen reality, hallucination,
and fantasy” (xxii) that characterize Vonnegut's work. Lundquist is fitmRratt’'s camp
on this question.
The aim of these early black humorists was, largely, to rebel againstules va
1950s America. Klinkowitz comments that their work looked backward, whereas
Vonnegut’'s was “forward looking, and his argument was never against America id-ts m

century stability. Instead he worried about threats to such values, amongshigumional
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power and corporate anonymity” (177). Thus, although Klinkowitz places Vonnegut

alongside such innovative writers as Thomas Pynchon, Donald Barthelme, JarskKos
and William H. Gass, he points out that Vonnegut—some ten years older than these
writers—could remember the Great Depression, from which he learned firsthand how
supposedly stable economic, social, and cultural values could be abruptly altéred, w
profound consequences. Vonnegut was, possibly, the more mature—perhaps even old-
fashioned—artist.

In Chapter 1 of this dissertation, it also was noted that Pratt said of black humor:
“while it bitterly ridicules institutions, value systems, and traditions,Kafaenor offers
neither explicit not implicit proposals for improving, reforming, or changing diefyl
realities on which it focuses” (xix). Thus Pratt, too, puts some distance pettoemegut
and the black humorists. Vonnegut not only sanasbmid-century American
values; he also proposed, at least implicitly, a means of defending them: personal
responsibility.

Lundquist, probably correctly, identifies the central characteristic of \qurirand
the black humorists as “suspicion of easy explanations and solutions to human problems,
and the meaning of existence” (20). He writes that Vonnegut is “skeptizal the
sufficiency of systems, be they metaphysical, theological, or psychaloigi@ither
comforting us or giving purpose to our lives. He consequently writes, most aitheas
an observer of the laughable despair that results from adherence to these
systems” (20). The imposition of purpose upon the universe can lead to the imposition of
dangerous solutions, as well, such as the Finalt8oi carried out by the Nazis in
Mother Night(Lundquist 29-30).

Lundquist continues, “Vonnegut's universe is pluralistic—that is, there is no
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necessary plan behind it, no necessary interlocking of the parts according te éogicgl

scheme—and the only operative plan for man is to be ready to be pragmatic, to liry out a
possibilities until one that works is found” (20). Vonnegut, himself, has acknowledged that
this type of humor “goes against the American storytelling grain. . . . Thére i
implication that if you just have a little more energy, a little more fitjf& problem can
always be solved. This is so untrue that it makes me want to cry—or laugh” (qtd. in
Lundquist 20).

There has been considerable discussion, as wellitalonnegut as a satirist.
One of Vonnegut's first serious reviews was C. D. B. Bryan'’s “Kurt Vonneguboget”
in theNew Republiclt addressed four Vonnegut novels, includmMgther Night.The
review was generally favorable, with one major reservation. As RoberillMeho
includes Bryan’s review in his collecti@@ritical Essays on Kurt Vonnegurtotes, “Bryan
characterized Vonnegut as a satirist who seems always to fall shorigoé¢tesatiric
models” (2). Bryan had suggested that “what prevents Vonnegut from demajor
satirist on the order, say, of John Barth is thankegut takes very little seriously,
and although he excels at that more gentle barb Irony, he lacks the anger amha@pat
which great satire demands” (Bryan 32). Certainly, it is unfair to stat®&timmegut “takes
very little seriously.” Just as unfair is the assumption that Vonnegut is laokjnstifiable
anger and impatience. In fact, Bryan, himself, appears to do some backtrackieng a
conclusion of his review, when he writes, “all the anger, the shame, the sheck,
compassion, the irony, the control to produce gsadite arghere. . . Why, then,
does Vonnegut settle for such lovely, literate, amusing attacks upon such snggiie da
scientists, engineers, computer technicians, religion, the American Lagists, company

picnics?” (Bryan 36).
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Merrill finds an answer to this question in a piece written the next yelobgrt

Scholes— “Fabulation and Satire,” a chapter in the Adek Fabulatorsin this piece
Scholes argues that Vonnegut’s intention never was to satit&zelassifies Vonnegut as a
black humorist and argues that black humorists are fabulators rather thats saties
difference between black humor and satire, to Scholes, is more one of style, draoru, t
substance. Fabulators, Sholes explains, tend to be “more playful and more artful in
construction” (74) than satirists. This playfulness enables protest to besegend
perceived as comedy. He states, too, that black humor lacks “the rhetoricabtertainty”
that characterizes satire and that its practitioners “do not seek the sppsiiimm of the
traditional moralists” (82). Its goal is to make us think rather than to provoke ef®tmr
Black comic writers have faith in “the humanizing value of laughter” (Seht4¢, and they
seek to open our minds through laughter rather than through invective. Scholes
characterizes Vonnegut’s work as “intellectual comedy” (82). He spaityfitakes

exception to Bryan’s words quoted above, recognizing that they are based on the
assumption that satire is superior to comedy. Scholes bluntly points out that tiere is
evidence that satire has ever cured any of the world’s ills, and he makes @rddueas
that Vonnegut had come to the same conclusion. Specifically ditiger Night,Scholes
recognizes “an affection for the world and a desire to improve it—but not much hope for
improvement” (78).

Howard W. Campbell, Jr., is a perfect black-humor protagonist. He is, above all, an
outsider. Bruce Jay Friedman, one of the original twentieth-century blaalristsnhas
suggested that one way to examine a society is to examine its outsiders. Hosy djdtt
excluded? Why did they leave? Stanley Schatt suggests that VonneguamgaseCthe

outsider to consider what motivates people to commit atrocities and how theyeai@ abl



76
live with themselves afterward (53).

Vonnegut also uses Campbell to probe the ways in which ordinary people survive in
an absurd universe. It was posited in Chapter 2 of this dissertation that black hunter has i
roots in the shtetl tradition of the schlemiel and the schlimazel. The black-humor
protagonist, as well as the schlemiel and the schlimazel, are all outsiiare unable to
control their own fates. It is interesting to note that Vonnegut, himself, rexasgitie
similarity of his humor to what Freud called gallows humor—Jewish jokes about [“smal
people being pushed this way and that, enormous armies and plagues and so forth, and still
hanging on in the face of hopelessness’ (Clandg, oqn Schaff 54). Could
Campbell be a distant cousin of the Jewish schlemiel? Both are caught up inaswast ¢
joke that they are unable to “get.”

The Nazis inMother Nightare portrayed as jokes, as well—albeit monstrous
ones. Campbell’'s emotionally neutral descriptions of their antics add to the iroroc btim
the book. The epitome of irony is reached when Relieiter Dr. Paul Joseph
Goebbels, Head of the German Ministry of Popular Enlightenment and Propaganda and
Campbell’s boss, asks Campbell to compose a work honoring the German soldiersdmartyre
during the Warsaw Ghetto uprising. Campbell never gets around to writingaitkiswhich
had been tentatively entitled “Last Full Measure”—atfter the line in thiyskeirg Address
in which Lincoln thanks the Union soldiers for giving “the last full measure of oeVvdb
their cause. This brings the Gettysburg Address to the attention of Goebbels, aho is s
impressed with this “very fine piece of propaganda” that he passes it on 1 itiself,
with some trepidation—he feafdbrahamLincoln might have been Jewish. (Campbell
assures him, “I'm sure his parents didn’t realize that it was a Jewish naméthey’'d

known the name was Jewish, I'm sure they would have called him something more
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[20].) Hitler is similarly mdvThe irony of

American, like George or Stanley or Fred
Lincoln’s desire to free the slaves being compaoeditler’s desire to enslave—and
annihilate—the Jews flies directly over Campbell’s head (Schaff 54-55).

Still, beneath the offhand irony of Vonnegut’'s words, one can discern decency,
kindness, and compassion. He is no misanthrope; he recognizes the predicamentiwe are al
caught up in together, and he sympathizes with us. As Jerome Klinkowitz and Donald L.
Lawler write, “Wonnegut seems to be there in his fiction with a tolerant asdueiag
irony to tell us that it is somehow all right, that humanity remains most watttgabout.

No matter how evil, stupid, or inept we become as a culture or as a people, Vonnegut is
there in his fiction reminding us not to give up on the human race. He is forever prompting
us to recall that common humanity, a sense of decency, and good manners are tiie basis
civilized behavior, and civilized behavior is within almost everybody’s capaili{kv).

They aptly call him “a humanist as well as a humorist” (xv).

There are details of Vonnegut's biography that explain and exemplify his
humanism. He has stated that both his parents were burdened by a constant sadsess. In hi
mind, they were grieving for the loss of the world they had known and loved before the
ravages of World War | (Lundquist 5). This sensitized him to individual pain and to the
pain that history can inflict on the world. He showed his compassion when, in 1958, his
sister and brother-in-law died within 36 hours of one another, leaving behind four young
sons. Without hesitating, he and his first wife, Jane, adopted the three older boys and
made them full members of their family, along with the couple’s own thredrehil
(Klinkowitz 32).

Vonnegut’'s concern for the welfare of mankind has elicited charges of

moralizing—charges to which he readily pleads guilty. He also admits, “Theare
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almost intolerable sentimentality beneath everything | writ/ampetersxv). He

suggests that he learned this sentimentality from a book eriitesl Heart Throbsead
to him by an African-American cook employed by his family when he wasc ¢lel
notes that he easily moved on to 8moon River Anthologyom there. Lundquist writes
that “this emotional response is central to Vonnegetsady for things” (13). He calls
it “a distinctly . . . middle-class variety of pity,” but this is, perhaps, tostharjudgment.
Lundquist defines middle-class pity as “feeling sorry for those who do not have it s
good” (13). This implies that Vonnegut somehow places himself separate frdoover a
those he writes about or for. Yet he is known for placing himself, in some way, in all of
his works. InMother Night,as pointed out at the beginning of this chapter, he obscures
his identity by posing as Campbell’s editor. “Sympathy” would be a bettet than
“pity.” There is a strong sense of “we are all in this together” in Vonnegtitiags.

Tony Tanner has written of “a detectable strain of sentimental sentemtiss
which occurs in Vonnegut's work” (184), and Donald L. Lawler has identified atdeast
scene ifMother Nightas “sentimental to the point of bathos” (Klinkowitz and Lawler 199).
Advice such as “Make love when you can. It's good for you,” which concludes Vonnegut's
Introduction toMother Night,is, indeed, cringe-worthy—especially when read decades
after the sixties have passed. Still, overwhelmingly, the thoughts and feelprgssed in
Vonnegut's work—especially when considered within the context of his life—sound
markedly personal, genuine, and sincere.

In light of this, it is particularly regrettable that Vonnegut was dzi¢id after the
publication of botiMother NightandSlaughterhouse-Fivier trivializing the Holocaust.
Robert B. Weide, who wrote and produced the 1996 screen adaptatlothef Night,was

warned by Vonnegut to expect some of the same criticism. Vonnegut had relsifedde
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one critic’s opinion that “anyone who found anytgifunny about the Holocaust

was very sick.” In the film, Weide had taken the daring, if possibly misguidgxofte
having Campbell utter the words, “In spite of everything, | still believeplbaple are
basically good at heart”—a moment that he, himself, identifies“asisted reference to
Anne Frank’s heartbreaking epitaph” (Weide 109). Weide admits to some apprehension as
to how his film would be received. Still, he claims that audiences seemed to umdiénsta
point of the film, which, to Weide, was “You are what you do” (110).

Looking back uporMother Night,one might reasonably conclude that Howard
W. Campbell, Jr., was not so ambiguous a figure, after all. His acceptanceaé hiss
not motivated by any impulse to do good, and as far as we can tell, no good came of
anything he did. This is appropriate for a book dealing with the Holocaust—a historical
event out of which nothing good, valuable, or edifying emerged. Vonnegut understood this,
about this particular event and about war in genaral,he raged and grieved over it.
What he describes as his sentimentality might better be understood as the goaskiofpuls
a fundamentally kind and decent man. It is his ability to create, out of those impulses
images of irrationality and pain that marks us. It is his ability to infussethmages with
his own unique brand of dark humor that makes tlaeknindelible. It forces us to
think hard, and in new ways, about his message. His message may be found in the last
sentence of his Editor’'s Note, in which he describes Howard W. Campbell, Jr., as “a man

who served evil too openly and good too secretly, the crime of his times” (xiii).
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Chapter 4

King of the Jews Alternative History, Impossible Alternatives

If memory is unreliable, historical truth elusive, and art subjective, wigiitmi
we expect when we graft art onto history? Leslie Epstein has perforrmegbénation
with King of the Jews-a novel in which fiction coexists with fact and fact is frequently
altered. The protagonist of the novel, Isaiah Chaim Trumpelman, is loosety dnas
Mordecai Chaim Rumkowski, who was the head of the Judenrat (Jewish Council) at the
Lodz Ghetto.

Historical appropriation is not uncommon; numerous authors have incorporated
history into their fiction, blurring the boundaries between the twdMdther Night
discussed in Chapter 3 of this dissertation, Kurt Vonnegut inserts an entitielyaict
character into the historical context of World War 1l. In 2004 he Plot Against
Americg Philip Roth took the audacious step of rewriting the history of that period
entirely. Fiction coexists with fact in this work to the point where we see R4tlit
Evelyn invited to dine with German foreign minister Joachim von Ribbentrop. Still more
recently, in 2009, Quentin Tarantino’s perversely entertaininglfijfourious Basterds
portrays an incident of Holocaust history that clearly never took place. uis Ned in
its offering an opportunity for catharsis for those still fantasizing aleweinge.

King of the Jewsynlike these works, takes the reader directly into the world of
the Holocaust victims—an emotionally fraught place to be. Furthermore, it maket us
a kind of outsized, dark humor in representing this world. At a time when Holocaust
scholars are scrutinizing testimony in order to determine whether it bBagdeted by
its reliance upon traumatic memory or by other problems of withessing, isrEpste

brand of historical appropriation justifiable? Is it helpful? In light of pests
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Holocaust denial and revisionism, might it be counterproductive? In order to juglge, w

must first have knowledge of the historical facts.

A review of official Nazi documentation reveals that the Jewish Councilks wer
established so that they might assist the Reich in carrying out its plahe flews. They
were also cited in Nazi propaganda. One official wrote, “We urgently stugmbate-
mongering foreign journalists, who so often babble about alleged barbaricypierse¢
the Jews in the German East, to see for themselves, on the spot, the generosity of the
German administration in allowing the Jews their own way of life” (Trunk 262).

The Councils were presented in a positive light to the Jews, as well—as vehicles
for self-government, modeled on the traditiokelhillasof Eastern Europe. Still, they
were controversial from the outset. Some Jewish community leaders ungézheesto
the formation of the Councils, arguing that acquiescence was the equivalent of
cooperation with evil. Others, who could not have known the extent of the evil that was
to come, argued that temporary cooperation at least might yield a means ofngrovidi
advocacy and support services for ghetto inmates (Robinson, in Trunk xxxvii-xxxviii).

Ultimately, the Jews had no choice but to cooperate. Inadvertently proving that
historical truth is elusive, two renowned historians have provided two differing
accounts of the founding of the Lodz Ghetto Judenrat. In Isaiah Trunk’s account, a
meeting of the first Lodz Judenrat took place on November 11, 1939. A revolver-
wielding Gestapo official was present to intimidate the Council members. The
following day twenty of them were summoned to the Gestapo office and arrested,;
fifteen of them were murdered on the spot (23). In Leonard Tushnet’s account, the
Gestapo raided the gathering place of Lodz’s intelligentsia, the A§tafég on

November 1, 1939. The patrons were arrested, prompting Mordecai Chaim Rumkowski
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to present himself at Gestapo headquarters to ask for the Jews’ releaseh@eas

humiliated, seriously beaten, and ejected. On November 10, the four largest sgsagogu
in the town were burned to the ground. The day after that, Rumkowski was ordered to
call a meeting of the Judenrat. Uniformed, armed Germans were present; they
confiscated all personal documents and arrested all but Rumkowski and his two
personal representatives. Those arrested suffered a period of imprisonmentuaad tor
after which twenty-four were shot, one died in prison, and the rest eventually

sent to Krakow, where only two survived (12). That eatay an order went out for

the establishment of a new Council. It should come as no surprisaehatvnspeople
were hesitant to volunteer; still, a meeting was arranged. The Nazi colonel who
addressed the gathering gave a benign presentation bizarrely out of synttrewit
violence of that morning. Apparently encouraged, Rumkowski, who had been named
Eldest of the Jews, requested the release of all those who had been arrestedn€he col
offered the release of seven or eight. Rumkowski declined to compromise. The Nazi,
predictably, made no concessions (12).

Tushnet points out that after the raid at the Astoria Café, there had been a mass
exodus of those who had not yet been harmed. He goes on to note, “Unlike other
communal leaders, so anxious to save their skins that they deserted theanposts
masse, Rumkowski did not shirk his responsibilities. He made no attempt to flee.” He
then tempers his praise with the observation that Rumkowski “felt [that] to run away
would be an admission of defeat on his part, a giving up of the great chance he had to
distinguish himself in the eyes of his fellow-Jews, the only people who mattered to
him” (13). In these words Tushnet captures the complexity of Rumkowski’sctésara

and motives.
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Epstein commemorates the atrocities attendant on the founding of the Lodz

Judenrat irKing of the JewdHis version of events is heavy with dark, dangerous humor.
True to historical fact as we know it, Epstein places the upper-class, protdskws of
the town in the Astoria Café—their one remainingeatision. He then lets his
imagination take over. On the stage he places Schotter, a comedian, telllpgaikes
such as the following:

“Horowitz called on the telephone. That’s not hegalrname.

But his real name also begins with ‘H.” Horowitz mta to

talk to his Governor-General of Poland, to find autat he

has done to the Jews. So the governor says,'We aoaky

their money, and we’re going to make them work on the canals.’

‘Not enough,’” Horowitz tells them. Then the govermsays,

‘We banned ritual slaughter, and pretty soon they'iMzave a

potato to eat.” Still Horowitz isn’t satisfiehat elsehe wants

to know. Then the governor mentions his new ten-point plan.

‘First, we have to set up a Jewish self-help organization—'

‘That’s it! Stop!” Horowitz interrupts him. ‘You dot

have to go any further than that! (52-53)
“It was a daring joke,” Epstein’s narrator states. “It made oneldesatto hear it.”

It is a significant joke, as well. Epstein took it directly from Emmanuel
Ringelblum’sNotes from the Warsaw Ghettab). By including jokes circulated by the
ghetto inmates, themselves, Epstein deflates his critics’ claims that lhasino place in
a Holocaust narrative. The comedian Schotter seems to be based on a man Ringelblum

identifies as “Rubenstein, the mad jester” (138). The joke exemplifies@Eastein
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uses throughowing of theJews; although the novel most closely follows the story of

Rumkowski and the Lodz Ghetto, people and incidents from other ghettos (most notably
Warsaw and Vilna) turn up, as well. The joke is most significant in its tasgage that
given the opportunity, Jews will destroy themselves and each other. It mighulked arg
that the Jews in the novel proceed to live up to “Horowitz’s” worst expectations.

In the midst of Schotter’s routine, four “Others” enter the room. Epstein never in
his novel uses the terms “Nazi” or “S.S.” Nazis are referred to by such terms a
“Others,” and “the blond ones,” and members of the S.S. as “Death’s Headbes.” (T
critic Ellen Schiff [22] has pointed to the irony of calling the Nazis “Gthet is the
Jews who traditionally have been designated as such.) This practice has puzzled a
enraged some of his critics. Edith Milton, for example, accuses Epstein of hagthg us
“names out of some comic-book Valhalla.” She continues, “By removing the Germans
into comic abstraction, Epstein takes them away from serious participationactitre,
and lifts their weight from the scale of responsibility. The novel becomes anfamngr
tale, an adolescent fantasy in which the outside world exists dimly, somewhenel bey
the forest, and all guilt, all fault, and all control belong to the immediate faimitizis
case, using these materials, such distortion is an atrocity” (95).

It is worth noting here that fairy-tale elements appear in other works of
Holocaust fiction, as well. We might look, for example, to the works of Aharon
Appelfeld, which often feature solitary young people, traumatized by war,
geographically and psychologically dislocated, wandering the forests &agesibf a
ravaged Europe. Their connection to family, society, history, and culture has been
severed. They may connect temporarily with other marginalized people, but they

inevitably separate from them. An eerie unreality hovers over thesectdrar who,
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after all, have witnessed the familiar realistic being displaced byrineaginable

fantastic.

Even Elie Wiesel'Night opens with a character who might have come out of a
fairy tale or fable—Moshe the Beadle. This simple, pious man is deported but, most
implausibly, manages to escape. He heroically returns to warn the others, baly
ignored. We read of a passenger on the deportation train who has visions of the
furnaces and flames at Auschwitz before anyone could have known they existed. In
possibly the most harrowing scene in the book, small children are tossed into a flaming
ditch as in a grotesque reenactmeritdahsel and Gretel Throughout this profoundly
realistic book there are scenes that seem magical—beyond the scope ofnonanal
experience.

The fairy tale seems to be an ideal genre with which to represent the Holocaust
experience. Neither Appelfeld nor Wiesel has been called upon to defend its use in their
work. In Appelfeld, especially, it can seem as though “the outside world exidys dim
somewhere beyond the forest.” But it never seems as though “all guilt, all falill a
control belong to the immediate family.” A thoughtful readindKfg of the Jewsyill
reveal that although Epstein recognizes flaws in the Jews’ response forédegament,
he nevertheless places all guilt, all fault, and all control on the side of the Na#her
Appelfeld nor Wiesel employs humor in his work; it is most likely Epstein’s humor—
dark and despairing though it is, that has offended critics such as Milton. Both these
propositions will be developed below.

Holocaust scholar S. Lillian Kremer suggests that Epstein’s “distdnnight
be an allusion to Nazideutsch—the perversion of language characteristieo,thed

further observes that “rather than absolving the Germans of guilt, Epstein’y parod
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Nazideutsch echoes George Steiner’s thesis that there is a straiffarfireorruption

of language to corruption of power; from designating people as vermin to the
extermination procesgHolocaust Literature8312). She suggests, as well, that Epstein
uses these names ironically, and this seems likely. In an interview, Epsteialfhim
offers the following explanation:
Some of those terms were actually terms used by
the Jews. It was dangerous for them to refer € th
Germans and they used these evasions. | thought
artistically it made sense. Then there is a private reason
which | have mentioned at other times in other interviews.
| read an account of the dedication of the Warsaw
Ghetto Monument, that pointed out that the mayor of
Warsaw, who was going to make the speech dedicating
the piece, turned to the Russian General, who was the
real power in Warsaw, and said to him, “Watch, | will
bet you a hundred groszy that | can make this speech and not
once mention the word Jew.” So | said to myself, tefia
I'll write this novel and never mention the word iGean.”
But essentially it was an artistic decision. The less of them in
this book the better. It didn’'t make their presence less felt; |
think it makes it in a way more felt. (Brownlow 67)
One of the Others who interrupts Schotter’s routine on this evening is
F. X. Wohltat, a citizen of the town, familiar to the patrons of the café. He

has now been put at the head of the Civilian Authority by Germany (referred
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to by Epstein as the Occupying Power). He poses as a friend to the Jews,

temporarily putting them at ease. One of the men accompanying Wohltat
asks the proprietor of the café to step forward. No one moves. Threats ensue.
Finally, Herman Putermilch, the owner of the café, steps forward. One of the
Others announces that a Judenrat must be formed, to be composed of sixteen
of the assembled Jews. Putermilch is named the president and given his first
assignment: to draw up a census of all the Jews of the town. This arouses the
Jews’ suspicions; it is at this point that they are faced with their firstlmor
dilemma. Then, the Jews are told to select the sixteen Judenrat members,
with the advice that they should be “those who have the most to offer, the
most intelligent, the most resourceful” (56). This arouses the reader’s
suspicions; it describes exactly the kinds of people an enemy would wish to
eliminate first. The Jews are told that they may not leave until the Judenrat
has been selected.

Individual Jews come up with excuses with which they hope to save themselves.
Then, “like a herd, like steers” (57), the crowd attempts to escape from the back door
which has been locked from the outside. The Jews realize that they are trapped.
Putermilch asks for volunteers for the Judenrat, to no avail. Each Jew comes up with
reasons why another Jew should serve. Finally, Lipsky, a lawyer who wikfig
prominently throughout the novel, suggests resistance. “No elections! No Cdumcil!
police and no judges! Nothing at all!'” he cries. “Thage waiting for an answer?
Here is our answebo whatever you want to! We can't stop you, but we don't have to
cooperate, either. You want to snatch? All rigimateh! You want to kill? So Kkill.

But we will not do this work for yo®utermilch, it's up to you! Go out there! Don't be
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so shy! Tell them:Sorry, not willing. He concludes with eerie prescience, “If not, if

we collaborate, if we hold this election, for sure sooner or later our own Elders will end

up killing Jews”(59). The Jews are inspired and readyesist, until one of them
speaks up.

That one is Isaiah Chaim Trumpelman. He characterizes resistantexasya
stating his belief that if the Jews, through a Judenrat, had some measure of power, they
could manipulate matters to their own advantage. He volunteers to be the Elder of the
Judenrat, boasting that he is not afraid to “dirty his hands” (61). (This demos$tiate
he is at least aware that he is getting involved in a “dirty” business.) Whegdder
understands, and what Trumpelman utterly fails to understand, is that the Judénrat wil
have no power whatsoever other than to add to the misery of the people it will be
representing. It will, at times, have the power to forestall that misery,tbuately,
the Jews will live and die at the whim of the Nazis.

The mood shifts, and the people clamor to be on the Council. “That’s

democracy,” one of them bitterly points out. “All for one and one for all; pretty soon

everybody is at everybody’s throat™ (63). Before long they resort totyribe
Trumpelman wins a place on the Council, and he states in his acceptance speech,
“We have to be the watheyare. Like bandits. Like wolves™ (66). His words “sent a
chill down everyone’s back.” They foreshadow the breaches of compassion and
decency that lie ahead. As it turns out, Trumpelman’s place on the Council is soon sold
to someone else.

This proves to be his salvation. He storms out of the room and sees a horrific
sight:

There, between the gutters, in their underclothes, or wearing no
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clothes at all, were the Council of Elders, hopping like frogs over each

other’s backs. On either side, holding a pistol, stood a Totenkopfer.

Laughing. Joking. Puffing a cigarette.

As soon as a Jew had jumped over a Jew he had to drop

to the ground, so that the next one could leap over him. They

were all doing it, the white shapes of their bodies shining strangely, the sexual

parts of the naked men hanging down. (70)

Sixteen shots are heard; the best educated, most successful members of thewdsm’'s J
community have been murdered.

In the historical accounts, there was no stand-up comic telling provocative jokes;
neither was there a lethal game of leapfrog. Is Epstein’s addition of srssc
defensible? Does it enhance or obscure our understanding of events as they actually
unfolded? When considering these questions, we might look back to Chapter 1 of this
dissertation and the discussion of the relation of accuracy to authentigiis ftoted
that psychiatrist Dori Laub, an authority on trauma and its representation, hasteaincl
that testimony of past trauma can be less than historically agaundée still being
authentic and valuable. Michael Bernard-Donals and Richard Glejzer thadadéa,
noting that what might be transmitted through such testimony is “somethingtwher t
knowledge, a radical sense of the event’s horror and unreason rather than a reasonabl
map of the event as history” (12-13). Art, as well, can convey such a sense, thus
yielding a different, perhaps deeper understanding of experience—including taumat
experience.

The use of humor in traumatic narrative—in Holocaust narrative, in particular—

was also defended in Chapter 1. A number of critics were cited, including Terexmce De
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Pres, who turned his attention specificall\Kiag of the JewsHe begins his discussion

by noting the voice of the narrator, which he describes as being civil and decorous in a
world where civility and decorum have become alien (222).

Other critics, as well, have focused on the narrator, who “pretends not to
understand what he sees” (Goldman 83) and generally reports what he sees without
emotion. This lack of affect has aroused controyexsd criticism for Epstein.
However, by the conclusion of the novel, the reader has deduced that the narrator is one
of the child victims grown to adulthood and recounting the story of the Ghetto as he
remembers it. This is the equivalent of traumatic testimony—the recountargesfent
that, as Cathy Carruth has noted, registers on the witness as a void. The detaathment a
lack of affect are perfectly consistent with observations of such testiovamythe
years.

It has been suggested that Epstein’s use of a first-person narrator—Bspecia
thisfirst-person narrator—distances the reader from the events recounted. All we know
of them has been filtered through the narrator’s mind. This distancing blocks the
sympathetic identification with the protagonist that is so characteridtiaggdy; very
possibly, it opens the way for comedy. The comic devices employed, to be discussed
below, further expand the gap that separates the reader from the action (Maltz 80, 105 n.
4).

The narrative voice subtly shifts throughout the novel. The first-person narrator
generally uses the third person to recount events, and “while doing so, he gradually,
almost imperceptibly, shifts into the voice of an authorial narrator, albeihnot a
omniscient one” (Maltz 80). These shifts are surely deliberate, used byrBpstei

confuse and disorient the reader. “It is as if [Epstein] is attempting to deatertkat in
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treating the subject of the Holocaust the usualréity conventions are not quite

applicable and that a new perspective must be devised” (Maltz 80). It is also ver
possible that Epstein uses this technique to reflect the shifting, unreliaktieottie
Holocaust universe.

It has also been noted that although the novel depicts the Holocaust universe, “the
reader is immediately plunged into a ‘once upon a time’ ambiance reminiédegénd
or folk-tale” (Schiff 22)—or fairy tale, as noted above. The narrator, although mow a
adult, recounts events with the naive voice of a child telling a children’s stary. T
characters he describes are largely one-dimensional caricatures.

Schiff points out that the innocence of childhood “offers an appropriate
metaphor for the response of civilized man to the stupefying barbarities of
Hitlerism”(29). It is a metaphor often found in Holocaust literature; Sobdfélls the
opening pages of Elie WieseNight. We might also think of the diary of Anne
Frank, who responded with innocence and hopefulness to the arbitrariness and
cruelty of her predicament. Epstein understands that in childhood, we are often
confronted with a reality that defies understanding; he understands, too, that the
reality of the Holocaust is similarly unfathomable.

Yet Des Pres has written that the narrator, rather than distancing usvéots, e
invites us into the community in which they took place. Des Pres stresses themegorta
of community inKing of the Jewsjoting that the behavior of the inhabitants of the
ghetto, no matter how “bizarre” and “frenetic,” is almost always shate specifically
cites the joke quoted above, in which a local comedian imagines “Horowitz” exygressi
delight at the prospect of a Jewish self-help organization, as “the propéng gtietto

community”; through it, the community can both laugh at itself and absorb a very real
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threat together (222).

Des Pres characterizes the goings-on at the ghetto as “a cootacépéhat is
larger than life,” and he quite appropriately notes that they “take their gjmesand
shape from the kind of folk or communal laughter that Mikhail Bakhtin, in his book on
Rabelais, called ‘carnivalesque.” (222). In fact, one would be hard presseddapom
with a better example of carnival laughter than the laughter to be foltdgrof the
Jews.As noted in Chapter 1 of this dissertation, carnival laughter—irreverent and
rebellious—breaks up official lies and allows hope to replace fear. Des migsifi
King of the Jews’the spectacle of life defending itself” (222). Food and sex, the life-
giving elements that figure so prominently in carnival laughter, appear in atoenida
the novel. The “lower” forms of humor—jokes, puns, slapstick, and clowning—that
characterize carnival laughter fill the page&ofg of the Jews.

Des Pres addresses the scene described above in which the Judenrat is dstablishe
stressing that during the Holocaust, the most basic moral and ethical norms were
subverted. Official policy promoted death; the promotion of life was unofficial,
underground. In between stood what Des Pres refers to as the no-man’s land of the
Judenrat. The Judenrat, led by its Elder, had to maintain some semblance of nermal lif
for the ghetto inmates while accommodating an administration bent on takinigslif
position was ambiguous, illogical, impossible, and Epstein understands this. Hethaite
scene with a combination of high drama and manic comedy. Des Pres claims th&t the S
did sometimes force Jews into humiliating, deadly games (though not neceststrdy
founding of the Lodz Ghetto Judenrat), and he notes that this would seem to rule out any
response to this scene other than profound lament. Yet he continues, “What can lament, or

any mode of high seriousness, do with behavior so bizarre? Vigorous ambivalence is
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perhaps a better, more capable response in cases so appalling and funny at once, a kind of

ambivalence that is the especial domain of carnival laughter” (225).

Another carnivalesque event portrayeding of the Jewss the wedding of
Trumpelman to Miss Phelia Lubliver. (Des Pres points out the “zany” naeaedrby
Epstein, stating that this gives each character a communal as well\zsta iplentity
[222].) This wedding is based on the wedding of Rumkowski to Dora Weinberger on
December 27, 1941. Leonard Tushnet describes Weinberger as “a thirty-yeamad |
who had been accredited to the Lodz Municipal Court” (36). By contrast, Epstein paints
Lubliver as barely functional and morally compromised. Holocaust scholari@nLill
Kremer suggests that Epstein, in his fiction, distorted the historical figuine bfide in
order to further demean the Trumpelman chardetelocaust312). Tushnet writes,

“The reception that followed the nuptials was sumptuous in the eyes of the hungoy ghett
populace. The favored guests were served with fish, roast meat, compote,, Dihpies
sweets, brandy, wine, and liqueurs” (37). Epstein writes, “Delicious smeitijening
smells—from real soups, from yellow butter—drifted up from the banquet tables at t
back of the church. While they were waiting, the Jews tried to think of somethiig else
(128).

We learn, in Epstein’s fictional account, that “there was even a rumor thatgthe Bi
Man would appear” (122). We also learn that the Judenrat had taken to presenting
couples with gifts of food—a pot of honey or a double ration of bread—upon marrying,
causing a rash of weddings in the ghetto. Epstein reports, “Jews who hardly knew each
other got engaged” (122). He adds that the weddings provided the Jews with a cause for
optimism, which did not always serve them well, for “even the most disturbingwasvs

seen in a favorable light. When the patients were suddenly removed from the hospital,
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when the prisoners disappeared from the Tsarnecka Street jail, everyqtechtive

explanation that the former were being transported to rest homes, the latbek tmnw
the unfinished dikes. Then all the clothes came back, but not the people inside them”
(122-23).

In Epstein’s version of the wedding, the Big Man, though not in attendance, is
rumored to have sent an extravagant gift; the King of Bulgaria and the Ziaust le
Chaim Weizmann send their regrets. One invited guest who does show up is Adam
Czerniakow, head of the Judenrat at the Warsaw Ghetto, “king of hundreds of
thousands of Jews” (127).

Schotter, the comedian, entertains the crowd with a joke:

“...notlong ago | met a wise man, a real sage,

and he told me that there wasn’t a doubt that

Horowitz was going to die on a Jewish holiday. . . .

Naturally, | wanted to know how he could make

such a prediction. Where did he get his information?

“Any day that Horowitz dies,” the wise man told me,

“will be a Jewish holiday.” (128)
This is another example of authentic Holocaust humor; a version of it appears in Steve
Lipman’sLaughter in Hell(201-02).

The ceremony begins, and thde “took a step, and then another. Because of

the shawl over her head she could not see where she was going” (128). Then, however,
the comedy turns from slapstick to dark. One of the Others enters and announcgs the Bi
Man’s wedding gift, which amounts to the first deportation action. All the Jews of

Poland, and eventually all Jews everywhere, are to be resettled on Madagasar, w
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they will “live in peace and security.” Trumpelman clearly had expectsd th

announcement, and he proceeds to praise Madagascar as a “paradise.” He prenises, “
shall build a kingdom there to last a thousand years,” which Kremer recogsizes a
grotesque parody of the German dream of a thousand-year R&lithessl20). In the
climax to the scene, Lipsky rushes the altar and fires a shot, shouting,f@lrman!

You're no Elder! You're a traitor to the Jews!” (12The bullet hits one of the guests;
Trumpelman survives, enraged at having been betrayed. In Tushnet’s acabent of
Rumkowski wedding, “a few coarse May-December jokes were crackadhatowsk’s
expense. He got angry, lost his temper, and threatened the jokesters with tatinegor
labor camps” (37).

The wedding scene is a prime example of carnival humor. It features what
Bakhtin refers to as “the folk” in attendance at an event that could be looked upon as part
of “low” culture. There is the characteristic emphasis on food and sex. Yet ¢arniva
humor is, as Bakhtin recognizes, revolutionary; this is problematic within the cohtext
King of the JewsT'here was no possibility of meaningful revolution within the ghetto.
Rebellious impulses toward the Others had no outlet. For many inmates, they were
directed toward the Elder, instead. Any laughter within this scene is moreatespan
hopeful.

The scene exemplifies black humor, as well. Celebration and horror exist side by
side. The terrifying coexists with comedy, and the comedy incorporatasypar
burlesque, and exaggeration. The gap between the ideal of a joyous wedding and the
reality of this travesty seems unbridgeable, bringing the scene into threaktle
grotesque. Humor theorist Patrick O’Neill has said that “the grotesquis poitine

inhuman and the abyss” (78), and that is exactly the direction in which the ghettasinmate
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are pointed.

In the next chapter d€ing of the Jews'The Five Day Strike,” Epstein
commemorates the strikes and leftist opposition that took place at the Loda, Ghett
supplementing them with events that occurred at&/and Warsaw (Kremer,
Witnessl18). He attributes to Trumpelman the reasoning that had driven
Rumkowski—which was that since the Jews had no hope of mounting a
meaningful resistance, their best hope was to prove themselves indispensable to the
German war economy through their work. Yet starvation, disease, and exhaustion
take their toll on the inmates’ morale. Attempting to assure the ghettoigsaur
Trumpelman becomes increasingly dictatorial, and the inmates become
increasingly rebellious. His edicts seem to them to be unnecessarllyTtreng
engage in acts of sabotage, which he quickly recognizes and punishes. The greatest
discontent is voiced by the Bundists and Bolsheviks among the inmates, who
understand that their labors, while keeping them alive, are also providing aid and
comfort to their enemies. Eventually, they call for a strike, and the rest of th
inmates join them. Trumpelman, feeling threatened, responds by cracking down
even harder. At times, he and his wife appear to be in collaboration with the
Others, going so far as to threaten the ghetto inmates with starvatiati dvawing
their names added to the resettlement lists if they do not return to work. Tisk Jew
police become involved, as do the Others. Alliances are forged and broken. There
are threats, deceptions, and betrayals. Matters continue to escalate in this
heartbreaking spectacle of Jew against Jew. In the end, predictably, nothing has
been gained; there is only loss and defeat.

Surely, there is not much in the way of conventional humor in this episode.
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Kremer notes that “here, the novelist abandons the ironic tone and adopts an objective,

reportorial voice(Witnessl19). Still, Des Pres continues to maintain that the episode
exemplifies carnival humor in that the inmates are gripped by “an ititdsigorce,’
which is the power of imagination summoning the power of life in its collectivesttha
force magnified by the community acting as a whole” (226).

The Judenrats and their Elders were continually faced with impossible challenges,
but none was more impossible than the selection of inmates for deportation. How they
reacted to this challenge has largely determined how history has viewedTthis issue
fits within the larger question of Jewish resistance—a question that has sparked muc
controversy and caused much pain. Esteemed Holocaust historian Raul Hilberg has
written that “the reaction pattern of the Jews is characterized bygttomplete lack of
resistance.” He attributes this to their experience of some two thousansdryexile,
stating that the Jewish reaction was characterized by two princgpaids: “an attempt to
avert action and, failing that, automatic compliance with orders. . . . They avoided
‘provocations’ and complied instantly with decrees and orders.” They hoped that the
Germans eventually would tire of persecuting them. “This hope,” suggestsd;lithas
founded on a two-thousand-year-old experience. In exile the Jews . . . had learned that
they could avert danger and survive destruction by placating and appeasiegd¢h@es.

... Thus, over a period of centuries the Jews had learned that in order to survive they had
to refrain from resistance” (Hilberg 666; gtd. in Trunk Xx).
Turning his attention to the Judenrats, Hilberg notes their role under Nazi rule:
The transmission of German directives and orders
to the Jewish population, the use of Jewish police

to enforce German will, the deliverance of Jewish property,
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Jewish labor, and Jewish lives to the German enemy.

The Jewish councils, in the exercise of their historic function,
continued until the end to make desperate attempts to
alleviate the suffering and to stop the mass dymthe
ghettos. But at the same time the council responded to German
demands with automatic compliance and invoked German
authority to compel the community’s obedience. Thus the
Jewish leadership both saved and destroyed its people—saving
some Jews and destroying others, saving the Jews at one moment
and destroying them at the next. Some leaders broke under this
power; others became intoxicated with it. (666; gtd. in Trunk x)

Yet Hilberg reserves his harshest judgment for the Elders of the Judenrats:
With the growth of the destructive function of the
Judenrate, many Jewish leaders felt an almost
irresistible urge to look like their German masters.
In March, 1940, a Nazi observer in Krakow was struck
by the contrast between the poverty and filth of grewish
quarter and the businesslike luxury of the Jewish community
headquarters, which was filled with beautiful charts, comfortable
leather chairs, and heavy carpets. In Warsaw the Jewish oligarchy
took to wearing boots. In Lodz the ghetto “dictator” Rumkowski
printed postage stamps bearing his likeness and made speeches which
contained expressions such as “my children,” “my factories,” and “my

Jews.” From the inside, then, it seemed already quite clear that the



99
Jewish leaders had become rulers, reigning and disposing over the

ghetto community with a finality that was absolute.
(146; qtd. in Trunk xi)
These sentiments reappear later, in 1963, in Hannah Arendt’s reportiffgefor

New Yorkeion the Eichmann Trial. Her writings were collected and somewhat
revised in the controversial bo&ichmann in JerusalenShe writes that the Jewish
Councils

were informed by Eichmann or his men of how

many Jews were needed to fill each train, and they

made out the list of deportees. The Jews registered,

filled out innumerable forms, answered pages and

pages of questionnaires regarding their property so

that it could be seized the more easily; they then

assembled at the collection points and boarded the

trains. The few who tried to hide or escape were rounded

up by a special Jewish police force. As far as Eichmann

could see, no one protested, no one refused to cooperate. (115).
She continues:

Of course, [Eichmann] did not expect the Jews to share

the general enthusiasm over their destruction, but he did

expect more than compliance, he expected—and received,

to a truly extraordinary degree—their cooperation. (117)

Such statements are troubling; some might call them outrageous. They lead us

to recall Primo Levi’'s exhortation not to judge the victims of the Holocaustahlsai
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Trunk, who was Chief Archivist at the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research, is

somewhat more forgiving than Arendt or Hilberg. Trunk divides the history of the
Councils into two periods: before the deportation actions and after. Compliance with
requests for Jewish property and Jewish labor is defensible, Trunk feels. The
Councils were striving to prolong the existence of the ghettos by maldngubkeful

to the Germans. With the advent of requests for inmates to deport to the East,
however, “cooperation . . . reached the morally dangerous borderline of collaboration”
(Trunk 570). Trunk stresses that each Elder reacted in his own way to this dilemma.
Some, like Rumkowski, continued to enforce cooperation. Others, like Adam
Czerniakow, fell into despair and resorted to suicide. Still others followed their
families and neighbors into the gas chambers. A few took what Trunk calls “the
perilous path of resistance” (571).

Trunk concludes that cooperation with the Germans was unavoidable for the
Councils, stating that “the very rationale for their existence would have venishe
without it” (572). He emphasizes that cooperation was forced upon the Councils and
maintained through stark terror. He also acknowledges that there were certai
“spineless” council members who cooperated under the illusion that they were
protecting their own interests. He comments, “In an atmosphere of moramihili
corruption of Nazi officialdom, and inhuman terror, it was not easy for such Council
members to be on guard against crossing the fine demarcation line between
cooperation and collaboration. Compelled to adjust themselves to the mentality of
their German bosses, some of the Council members were disposed to adopt their
methods. They were often forced to do so” (573). Finally, he states that “There wer

also Councilmen with a compulsive urge to rule, and participation in the Councils
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provided them with the opportunity of relieving their lust for authority and honor; for

this they felt obligated to the Germans” (573). Since the Middle Ages, Jews had not
had such authority to regulate their own economic, administrative, judicial, and police
functions; sadly, the authority they had now was a sham. Trunk sums up the tragedy
of the Councils by noting that “for the first time in Jewish history a Jewish organ w
forced to help a foreign, criminal regime to destroy coreligionists” (574)

There were, however, instances of Jewish resistance, and Epstein does not fail
to write scenes of resistance into his book. The children—overwhelmingly orphans—
show particular compassion and courage. They risk their lives to smuggle food into
the Ghetto for its starving inmates. At Lodz, Rumkowski had maintained power
largely by controlling the Ghetto food supply. This engendered resentment, growing
into rage, among the Ghetto inmates. In a journal that circulated privppegrad a
poem, “The Ration”:

We have to go to Rumkowski’s house,

“We’'re hungry,” we have to yell.

We won't shut up for him.

We can’t shut up for him.

Knock out all his windows!

The ration cards have little worth,

Here we live in hell on earth. (Tushnet 33)
Smuggling was a direct threat to Rumkowski’s power, and he did all he could to stop
it. This included the establishment of a special ghetto currency. It waslthe
currency of value within the Ghetto; yet it was worthless outside of the Gheito, s

could not be used to pay for food that needed to be brought in. Trumpelman does the
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same thing irKing of the Jews

In a scene replete with slapstick comedy, Epstein portrays a group of orphans
undertaking a daring mission. They learn that there are children at a gthmit thve
Ghetto who are starving, and they determine to provide them with milk by
appropriating Trumpelman’s cow, “The Trumpelman Holstein.” They muffle the
sound of her hooves by putting thick woolen socks on her. Their plan is to hide her
inside the Ghetto’s horse-drawn funeral wagon. One of the orphans is so excited over
this plan that he accidentally hits the cow behind the ear. “Her tail flew uphasea
were a mechanical connection between the two parts” (90). Another orphan,
however, is troubled at the prospect of stealing from someone who has protected
them. Ultimately, they decide that the end justifies the means.

They make their way to the spot where one of the Ghetto’s now frequent
funerals is being held. They bring the cow up to the ramp leading into the wagon, but
she refuses to budge. Meanwhile, the funeral service has ended, and the widow of the
deceased dabs at her eyes with her red handkerchief. This excites the cow, who
charges the widow and ends up toppling into the grawdodbd’ went the beast, in
an international tongue” (95). The widow faints, and the frightened horses bolt with
the wagon. The wagon soon comes to a halt, but no one knows how to get the cow
out of the grave. Each Jew present has an opinion. Both horses are hitched to the
cow, but each horse takes off in a different direction, almost strangling the acwv. O
of the funeral guests, a physicist, comes up with a successful plan to riteesv.

The orphans load the cow into the wagon, cover her up, and approach the
gates of the building where the clinic is housed. The building is guarded, and just as

the guards are about to let the party through, a sneeze is heard from inside the wagon.
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As luck would have it, Trumpleman arrives at the scene. One of the orphans

confesses to the “crime,” qualifying it by crying, “But it's milk fortdd@s!” This is
followed by a loud Moood” from the cow. Trumpelman strikes each boy on the
face, and continues his beatings (100).

Here, again, we see a life-promoting plan subverted. By creating a scene in
which absurdity reigns, Epstein perfectly captures the absurdity thatnggelgned
during the Holocaust. Once again, we are presented with a situation that is so bizarre
that lamentation doesn’t seem like quite the right response to it; laughter theaugh t
might seem more suitable.

This scene brings the idealistic, courageous children into sharp contrast with
the corrupt, self-serving officials of the Ghetto. By writing it, Ejpsteas
commemorated “the activities of Jewish children throughout Europe, who slipped
through sewers and ghetto walls risking death to bring food into the ghettos giKrem
Witnessl17).

Our attention now will shift from the behavior of the Councils to that of the
Elders—most especially of Mordecai Chaim Rumkowski. Holocaust scholar Ideonar
Tushnet, inThe Pavement of Helthronicles the governance of three of the most
prominent Elders: Adam Czerniakow of Warsaw, Jacob Gens of Vilna, and
Rumkowski. Tushnet characterizes Rumkowski as confident, ambitious, and
aggressive when promoting his projects. He was also a generous philanthropist,
focusing his attention largely on organizations that advocated for childrenadie w
the general supervisor of several orphan asylums in Lodz. A prodigious fundraiser, he
was able to construct a new, modern facility in the suburbs of Lodz. Under the

guidance of the renowned Janusz Korczak, he made it the most respected orphanage
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in all of Poland (Tushnet 6). By contrast, Epstein’s Trumpelman “attains the

directorship of the Hatters’ Asylum [the ghetto orphanage] by chance andisignsi
it by whim” (Kremer,Witnessl07). As capable as Rumkowski was, the
administration of his orphanages often seemed harsh and arbitrary; he was known to
alienate his staff frequently. Epstein creates Trumpelman in the salthe m
Rumkowski had been an insurance agent, though Tushnet gives no indication
that he had committed fraud. Epstein also makes Trumpelman a doctor—with
extremely dubious credentials; Rumkowski was not a doctor, nor did he pose as one.
Power did not corrupt Trumpelman; he was corrupt before having assumed any.
Epstein imagines a background for Trumpelman very different from
Rumkowski's. The historical Rumkowski and the fictional Trumpelman overlap in
some respects and diverge in others, and Epstein needed to invent a background for
Trumpelman that would account for his particular character and motivation.
Rumkowski had a substantial record of community service and political activism. H
had been vice president of the kehilla at Lodz, responsible for overseeing
philanthropic organizations, licensing ritual officials, and organizing Jewish school
He had tried to counter Polish anti-Semitism through accommodation, and when that
had failed, he had turned to Zionism. Trumpelman, on the other hand, is apolitical
until the establishment of the ghetto, and he engages in “spontaneous heroism rather
than disciplined political action” (Kremetolocaust312). Epstein stresses his
egocentricism, rendering him opportunistic and unethical. Tushnet makes a point of
Rumkowski’s integrity. Both, in the end, were victims—of cruel oppressors as well
as their own vanity and gullibility.

Trumpelman is motivated by a desire for adulation as well as by concern for
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his people, and the same had been true of Rumkowski. Both put their likenesses on

the postage stamps and currency of the Ghettos. Both drove about in horse-drawn
carriages. Rumkowski had ordered the publication ofhetto-Zeitung-essentially
his personal propaganda sheet. In it typically appeared poems such as thadollowi
Our President, Herr Rumkowski,
Besides his brains and talents
Is blessed by Heaven
With a firm, strong hand . . .
In the factories, in the offices,
All base elements are now put away.
Order reigns in the ghetto
Thanks to his firm, strong hand. (Tushnet 35)
Because of Epstein’s exaggerated portrayal of Trumpelman’s weaknbgsconcern
for his people seems far less genuine.

As Rumkowski had, Trumpelman concludes that accommodating to the
Germans is the surest means of achieving his goals. Over time, he seems to develop
an insidious identification with Hitler, offering at one point to call him on the
telephone and speak to him “as one head of state to another” (113). He plans to invite
Hitler to inspect the ghetto, offering the delusional boast, “When he sees what m
Jews can do, we can discuss the role Trumpelman will play after the war”(113).
Eventually, the distinction between Hitler and Trumpelman becomes obscured in the
minds of the ghetto inmates, as well, and the term “my Jews” becomes increasingl
offensive to them.

When the deportation orders came, all illusions fell away, for the Elders and
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for the other inmates, as well. They came, for Rumkowski, in January 1942. He was

ordered to select 20,000 Jews for “resettlement elsewhere.” He was toltethat t
purpose of the deportations was to eliminate the “unemployables”; this seeedth
his rationalization that the Lodz Ghetto was to be a permanent source of laiber for
Germans. He was unaware of the death camp at Chelmno; still, he was aware that
“elsewhere” would be a place that few would be able to survive. He despaired over
how to handle his task—over whether to reveal or conceal what he knew. Helpless
against the Germans, he lashed out at his own people, blaming them for not having
worked hard enough to appease their oppressors (Tushnet 45-46).

He sought and got advice from a variety of sources. The Rabbinical Council,
however, offered none, stating that it was “‘not their responsibility’” (Tusth@kgt In
King of the Jewsve find the rabbis, before the arrival of the deportation orders,
falling back on their Talmudic training to predict an imminent end to the war. Epstein
writes, perhaps sardonically, “This is how such true believers reckoned: the new
Hebrew year, which fell in November, would be 5702; and was not 5702 the
numerical value of the Hebrew phraldee Sabbath Brings with It Pe&e The
Ghetto inmates are encouraged by Russia’s entrance into the war. THeimga
groups; the comedian Schotter tells jokes. Meanwhile, there is an unprecedented
infestation of flies in the Ghetto.

One evening Death’s Header Wohltat appears at one of the gatherings and
demands a list with the names of 100 Jews for deportation the next day. “It will be

like a vacation,” he assures them (179). A woman asks what would happen if they
refused to select deportees. “Then we’ll do it,” Wohltat replies. A man,tit&ssa

scandal for Jews to put down the names of Jews!” S. Lillian Kremer notes, “As the
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dilemma becomes more painful for thedenrat there is a decided shift in tone from

Jewish compassion to Nazi diction advocating the expendability of ‘anti-social
elements’—jail inmates, like those taken previously, rather than productiveraiorke
In aNazideutschself-deceptive parody, an unnamed victim argues, ‘we look at
things this way. Not who should go but who should stay. The biologically sound
material. The socially valuable elementsWifnessl21-22). Descending farther
down the moral continuum, the Jews attempt to bribe and bargain with Wohltat; they
delude themselves into thinking that they have power and are getting meaningful
concessions.

Ultimately, the Jews realize that they are faced with a profound moral and
ethical dilemma. They argue over whether it is justifiable to sacsfiesv in order
to save many. One suggests appealing to world opinion; contemporary readers know
what she could not have known—that the world was mostly indifferent. Another
suggests selecting names at random in order to absolve themselves frombgigponsi
and guilt. A particularly thoughtful man asks, “Why does the Conqueror wish us to
become his accomplices in this matter? . . . It can only be because he is going to

commit a crime so big that even he dares not do it alone™ (189). He advocates setting
the Ghetto on fire and fleeing.

The Ghetto rabbis appear; they obviously have been beaten and abused. The
Jews ask the rabbis to help them solve their dilemma. One advises, “Nothing could
be more simple. . . . It is writtefihe Law Is the LawDraw up the list of names.”
One of the most esteemed proclaims, “If the whole may be saved by the loss of the

part, then the lesser evil must be done.” Another suggests that those selected would

be privileged, “Chosen to sanctify God’s Holy Name.” Finally, one states, “My
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fellow scholars have overlooked the words of the mighty Rambheathens say to

the Israelites, “Surrender one of your number to us, that we may put him to death,
otherwise we will put all of you to death,” they should all suffer death rather than
surrender a single Israelite to thenThus wrote Maimonides.” (193). Another
quotes a similar opinion from the Jerusalem Talmud.

Then one of the rabbis thinks of a Talmudic passage that modifies the last two
opinions. Soon the discussion is displaying the kind of excessive intellectualism
parodied in so much Jewish humor. Eventually, one rabbi concludes, “We have to
kill each other and the last person alive has to kill himself” (197). Epstein then
writes a scene of matchless black humor in which the Jews attempt to outdo each
other by making up and trying various preposterous methods of suicide. It is a daring
coupling of horror and humor. Yet in this outrageous, absurd situation, the Jews’
actions make perfect sense. What could have been an appropriate, correct response to
their dilemma?

Kremer claims that in writing this scene, Epstein used lines and details fr
reports by Tushnet and another Holocaust historian, Gerald Reitlinger, of an exchange
between Jacob Gens, Elder of the Vilna Ghetto, and his Judenrat. “However,” she
continues, “he so embellishes the exchange that much of its tragic tone isireduce
posturing” Witnessl22). She points to the Talmudic exchanges among the rabbis
and comments that Epstein “diminishes through farce what would otherwise have
been a sustained, solemn scene of moral significance. Both because of thefutili
the rabbinic mission and Epstein’s satiric tone, this scene fails to sustairyits e
tragic dimension”\{Vitnessl22). She is particularly offended by the portrayal of the

rabbis. She adds that “the tonal problem results from the introduction of a set of
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extraneous arguments, which cloud and detract from the selection issue by drawing

attention to their own facile ingenuityW\(itnessl13). She concludes her criticism of
Epstein by offering, “Perhaps Epstein succumbs to farce in this sequence lecause
is more sympathetic to secular rather than religious Jewish leaders, hisdéyard
for Hannah Arendt’s thesis that the vastness of Jewish losses is attriboitdige t
cooperation of the Jewish leadershiiinessl23).

The scene that Epstein recreates here is a perfect reflection of theedistor
reality created by the Holocaust. As such, it is a perfect example eha 8@t begs
to be treated with dark humor. Arguably, this is the only mode capable of captsring i
absurdity and horror. The gap between the ideal of a predictable and just world and
the reality of the arbitrary, cruel world of the Holocaust appears unbridgeatigle It
is, in fact, so wide that the scene’s black humor spills over into the realm of the
grotesque.

Kremer, like many other critics to be discussed below, seems to have bought
into Des Pres’s “fictions” of Holocaust representation—particularly timd flotion,
which holds that the Holocaust must be approached as a solemn or sacred event
always requiring an equally solemn treatment. She accuses Epstein of caimgrom
the “tragic” elements of the scene. Yet as noted in Chapter 1 of this diesertat
tragedy accepts and affirms the actual world while comedy mocks it. Cobesly,
Pres wrote, “deflates or even cancels the authority of its object,” sathatic
response to calamity is often more resilient, more effectively equaroo &rd the
sources of terror than a response that is solemn or tragic” (220). In other words, fa
from trivializing the horror of deportation, Epstein has confronted and challenged it.

Yet there is some horror that defies any response. An order came from the
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Germans for the deportation of 20,000—to be made up of all children under the age of

ten and all adults over sixty-five, in addition to anyone else unemployed or
unemployable. The ghetto inmates blamed Rumkowski for this, since he had done
such a fine job of persuading the Germans that Jewish labor was necessary to
sustaining their war economy; apparently, the Germans had decided that any Jew
who could not provide that labor was expendable (Tushnet 52). Rumkowski’s
response, remembered as the “Give Me Your Children” speech, follows:

The ghetto has received a hard blow. They ask of us

the best we have—children and old people. | never

had the luck to have a child of my own and so | gave up

the best years of my life to children. . . . In my old age

I must stretch out my hands and beg, “Brothers and sisters,

give them to me! Fathers and mothers, give me your children!” . . . .

Yesterday | received an order to send some 21,000 Jews

out of the ghetto. “If you don’t do it, we will.” And the

guestion arose, “Should we do it or leave it to others?” Even

more important is the question of not how many will we lose

but of how many we can save? We all, myself and my closest

associates, have come to the conclusion that despite the horrible

responsibility, we have to accept the evil order. | have to perform

this bloody operation myself; | have to cut off limbs to save the

body! I have to take away the children, because otherwise others

will be taken, God forbid! . . . Look at me! My whole life was bound

up with the welfare of children and the care of the sick, and now
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| can’t even help my own relatives! . . . | tried to save the nine-year-

olds at least, but they say no . . . We have in the ghetto many people
sick with tuberculosis whose lives are numbered in weeks, perhaps in
days. | do not know—perhaps this is a fiendish idea, and perhaps it
is not—but | can’t help mentioning it. Deliver to me those sick people
and maybe I'll be able to save the healthy . . .

It's better to get rid of those with only days or weeks to live
than to send out healthy people who earn us the bread we need. Those
others don't get better and we get sick. . . . We'll feed the swine with
the sick. . . . | stand before you a broken-down Jew. Don’t envy me.
This is the worst task I've ever undertaken. | stretch out my weak,
trembling hands to you, and | plead—give me those victims to forestall
their demand for more victims, to save a hundred thousand
Jews. . .. That's what they told me—give up the victims
yourselves, and all will be peaceful once more. (Tushnet 52-53)

Tushnet reports that Rumkowski was interrupted by wailing and cries of 1'@fe’|
go!”” and “Mr. President! Exempt one-child families and take only from thase w

several children.” This angered Rumkowski, who shouted,

That'’s all idle talk. | have no strength to enter into debates

with you! If some German official came, you wouldn’t

cry out! | begged yesterday on my knees to no avail! Just
remember—ifrom the villages of seven and eight thousand Jews,

barely a thousand came here, so what'’s better? What do you

want? Eighty or ninety thousand Jews left behind, or all wiped
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out? Condemn whom you will, only save the remaining Jews.

I’'m not talking to hotheads. | appeal to your understanding and

common sense. I've done everything and I'll do everything

to prevent guns from being used in the ghetto and to keep

blood from being spilled. We can’t go against the order, only

lighten its execution. Do you think the Germans will be so

gentle and kind if they carry out the order themselves? (Tushnet 53)

Epstein does not attempt the representation of this scene. In an essay
published in 1988, he refers to a review he had written approximately ten years prior
to that date, in which he had admitted, “| have come, finally and reluctamtiye
conclusion that almost any honest eye-witness testimony of the Holocauseis mor
moving and more successful at creating a sense of what it must have been like in the
ghettos and the camps thamostany fictional account of the same event®Vr{ting
261). He goes on, in the 1988 essay, to modify his former stance. Still, his words
make us consider the possibility that there is some evil that is bigger than outycapac
to comprehend or represent it. And what kind of representation would be appropriate
or necessary? As noted in Chapter 1 of this dissertation, even in so extreme a form of
black humor as the grotesque there must be a balance between comedy and horror;
without that balance we are left with only unadulterated horror. The thought of
parents voluntarily handing over their small children for deportation and
extermination is as close to unadulterated horror as any thought could be.
Epstein does, however, bring us face to face with horror in the chapter entitled

“The Yellow Bus,” in which one of the ghetto children follows a deportation train and

witnesses the extermination of former fellow-inmates in a mobile killiny Buch
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atrocities happened regularly during the Holocaust, but the particular SeeteenE

presents us with here is entirely fictional. Perhaps that allowed him to trust his
imagination. In any case, he abandons any attempts at humor here. As Des Pres ha
noted, this is the only scene in the book in which the action is carried out by one
solitary individual; the community is absent, and so, therefore, is any opportunity for
carnival laughter (224). Epstein’s tone shifts, as well. Kremer suggeststha
Hemingwayesque, reportorial prose, Epstein renders the slaughter withrGerm
precision rather than Jewish emotion” (126). Lipiczany, the child witness, pregress
from trauma-induced denial to grim acceptance.

We return, now, to the question of historical appropriation that opened this
chapter. Certainly, Epstein’s use of historical detail—such as the woritigs
Judenrat—Ilends authenticity to his novel. So, too, does his inclusion of documentary
evidence from such sources as Ringelblum, Tushnet, Trunk, Reitlinger, and Arendt
(Kremer,Holocaust312). It even can be, and has been, argued by some critics that
his manipulation of history for heightened effect is justifiable.

Other critics, however, are not convinced. It is Epstein’s ironic, irreverent
treatment of history that has offended them the most. Dorothy Rabinowitz, for
example, asks, “Does it matter that Mr. Epstein has appropriated the tormesats of r
Jews and applied them to fictional characters of such a sort as to make thosestorment
seem little more than just deserts? It does, just as it matters that MyinEjstorts
ghetto culture and history at will, . . . It matters to history (not least becaaders
unacquainted with the facts cannot know where truth leaves off and fiction begins)
and it matters to Mr. Epstein’s art” (24). It is noteworthy that thislaréippeared in

1979—just as the Holocaust was emerging as a subject in the mainstream Byedia
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now, it would be hard to find someone who does not know where truth leaves off and

fiction begins.

That notwithstanding, Rabinowitz, along with numerous other critics, is
guilty of buying into Des Pres’s second fiction of Holocaust representation
“Representations of the Holocaust shall be as accurate and faithful as piostible
facts and conditions of the event, without change or manipulation for any reason—
artistic reasons included” (217). She fails to consider the possibility thahftbat
aims to adhere rigidly to the facts “never quite succeeds, never feelseteigs
Des Pres has suggested. This is especially true when the facts asgreothat they
strain credulity. Geoffrey Hartman, too, suggests that unrealistiesemtations of
the Holocaust might be preferable, since realistic representations evaiseate
horror so great that we are unable to contextualize the information offered and make
sense of it. As noted in Chapter 1 of this dissertation, he writes that since the
Holocaust was such a breach in reality and history, “the very rule of probalbuity
suffered a shock, a rule that cannot be relinquished without giving up art’s cmiial li
to verisimilitude: to a mimetic and narratable dimension” (329). Thus, paradgxicall
we might achieve a greater, deeper understanding of a traumaticchisteent when
the facts have been manipulated through art.

Epstein has addressed this issue head-on, stating that “the goal (altogether
illusory) of history is, of course, the determination of facts. Imagination,an is
anathema to the historian. So too is the exercise of humor and irony and personality
and point of view.” He continues by observing that neither historical, liturgical, nor
fictional accounts can reproduce or recreate the Holocaust experiencel'in \say

that the reader feels a sense of connectedness, not dispassion and distantajlleast
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horror and repugnance, to the events and the characters that, Lazarus-tiabdedre

back from the dead.” He concludes this thought by stating, “I would go so far as to
say that while the historians and rabbis surely seek, and often find, meaning and
understanding, they cannot instill the peculiar sense of responsibility éhadvelist
can—the sort of responsibility for creation that might alone . . . bring about the kind
of political change that would make another Holocaust less certain, more unlikely
(“Writing about” 264-65).

He then expresses his concern over our inability to process the reality of the
Holocaust—a reality “in which the world as we know it is hardly recognizaide a
literature as we have always experienced it can have nothing to say” (265). Hi
concern is that this has encouraged the emergence of a kind of fiction (Reheites
Painted Bird,specifically) that makes a feeling of connectedness on the part of the
reader difficult, if not impossible. He goes on to make two interesting points. His
first is that fiction that is excessively fantastic and gruesome endslegting the
culture of the oppressor—"“the very ‘Blood aldiisch that so marked the culture of
the Third Reich.” His second is that in representing the Holocaust as a unique event
outside of history, such fiction “diminishes our ability to see and to feel and to think.”
He concludes, eloquently, “What is being denied is the one crucial fact: that those
who suffered, and those who inflicted suffering, were men, and that the Holocaust did
not occur in a fantasyland, or outside of history, or in a ‘univers concentrationnaire,’
but in the only world we can hope to know, the only one we can experience and be
responsible for—our own” (266-67).

We may viewKing of the Jewas Freud might have viewed it—as one long

tendentious joke. But who is the butt of the joke? Some critics, such as Edith Milton,
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quoted above, fear that the Jewish People may be—that Epstein has confused the

victims with the perpetrators. Any judgment of Epstein’s intentions mushmdsts
portrayal of Trumpelman. Kremer has observed that with regard to Trumpelman,
“Epstein is caught between sharply polarized feelingétriessl05), which is
perfectly appropriate for a subject so complex and provocative. Kremer quite
correctly recognizes the impossible situation Trumpelman faces. Sheadesthat
“Epstein’s judgment against Trumpelman lies in three major areas: fhiehedion;
his exultation in dictatorial power (illustrated in the issue of ghetto recyrand
postage bearing his likeness); and, most tragically, in his betrayal ®tl@ugh
compliance with Nazi ‘resettlement’ orderd¥itness106).

Trumpelman’s “self-delusion” is both understandable and forgivable given the
fact that the reality he faced was unfathomable and unbearable. We may look upon it
as a necessary defense mechanism—one that was employed by countless other
Holocaust victims. His “betrayal” of his people was not a personal choice.irEpste
makes it clear that compliance with Nazi orders was forced upon him and that it was
highly traumatic for him. His “exultation in dictatorial power” was aagsiflaw,
and Epstein does not attempt to mitigate it. Trumpelman was, after all, a pnsoner
his own Ghetto, and we would do well to remember Primo Levi’'s observation, noted
in Chapter 3 of this dissertation, that “it is illogical to demand—and rhetorical and
false to maintain—that [the prisoners] all and always followed the behaspectd
of saints and stoic philosophers” (49). Epstein portrays Trumpelman as no more than
a man—one capable of acting heroically at some moments, contemptibly at others
Ultimately, a careful reading of this bookveals that when Trumpelman gives in to

his worst impulses, he is manipulated into doing so by the Nazis—the real objects of
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the extended tendentious joke thaKisg of the Jews

Des Pres has referred to Trumpelman as a larger-than-life trifiksber
(219). Thus, he fits Alan R. Pratt’s description of the typical black-humor
protagonist—a “picaresque antihero” (xxi). Miriam Maltz characésrizrumpelman
as a rogue or rascal, and she places him in the tradition of Til Eulenspiegel (
protagonist in a collection of sixteenth-century satirical German tatespmerican
confidence man, and the shrewd Yankee peddler. Trumpelman, like these other
picaresque figures, has undergone a series of adventures. He relates faledais t
his exploits in America, where he supposedly brought off miraculous escapes
involving a shipwreck, Indians, and wild animals (Maltz 80). Maltz points out that
Trumpelman is, in fact, a true escape artist in Epstein’s book, where he eludes
execution with the rest of the Judenrat, emerges unharmed from a burning house,
survives several assassination attempts by the Jewish Underground, and disappears
from the train transporting the last Ghetto inmates to Auschwitz (81). Hiseappar
indestructibility might render him comparable to a comic-book hero (Schiff 25).

The picaresque figure also typically assumes a variety of identities and
disguises. Trumpelman is a Lithuanian who takes up residency in Poland. He
establishes a practice as a physician, although his credentials are dulbess, &t
addition, he serves as Deputy Chairman of the Public Health Department, life
insurance salesman, director of an orphan asylum, and eventually, head of the
Judenrat (Maltz 81).

For a deeper understanding of Trumpelman, we might revisit Jay Boyer’'s
comments on fictional protagonists, noted in Chapter 2 of this dissertation. He

suggested that while traditional protagonists have had a choice between
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accommodation and rebellion, the black-humor protagonist no longer has that choice.

He further suggested that the humor frequently lies in his inability to recatisze
Trumpelman had no real choice. He is a hero who, as one critic eloquently states,
“has to play, even if there is no game” (Jan Kott, gtd. in Schiff 30). Accommodation
was the only avenue open to him, and that only won him and his people a temporary
stay of execution. Rebellion was out of the question. His absurd predicament was
manmade rather than metaphysical, but no less real and agonizing. A good deal of the
dark humor in the book does, in fact, come from his self-delusion over his own
agency.

The manner in which the action unfolds also helps to determine the tone of the
book. Comedy continually merges with tragedy—to the considerable dismay of
Epstein’s critics. The lethal game of leapfrog described above is a pramgplexof
this strategy. Parody is another comedic device that Epstein usesylibral
above-noted debate over the founding of the Judenrat is, as Maltz notes, a parody of a
typical communal Jewish meeting. She points to Epstein’s description of the scene:
“Anyone looking in the window would have thought it was some kind of sale, an
auction, not a matter of how Jews were to govern their lives™ (Ep¥&ig,64; qtd.
in Maltz 82). Similarly, the audience at a ghetto productidiakbetis a parody of
a typical Jewish theater audience, with everyone speaking out loud during the
performance, commenting on the action. Horror intervenes when the Others break
into the theater for a surprise roundup (Schiff 28).

The merging of humor and horror has literary precedents—most notably in the
work of Franz Kafka. In his famous story “Metamorphosis,” for example, a man

wakes up on an otherwise unremarkable day to find that he has been transformed into
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an enormous, repulsive insect. In this story, “the inverted logic of nightmare—or

terror—prevails” (Maltz 84), much as it did during the Holocaust. Yet the central
conceit of the story is comedic at the same time as it is horrific, and Kaltkees the
story with further comedy as he relates the efforts of Gregor Samaslis family to
adjust to their predicament—which is not so different from that of the Jews of Europe
who lived normal lives until they suddenly came to be regarded as vermin by their
non-Jewish neighbors. Grim laughter may be the only appropriate—the only
possible—response.

Much has been written about the limitations of language and of traditional
literary forms in regard to Holocaust representation. Yet Epstein has used
conventional language and traditional forms and stretched and combined them so that
they provide something original and provocative. Traditional comic devices are use
in tragic contexts. Historical narrative and fictional narrative mangkediverge as
the author sees fit. Comedy highlights ugliness, and fiction highlights truth.
Irreverence and irony coexist with respect and profound sorrow in this deeply fel

always honest book.
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Chapter 5

Second-Generation Responses: Humor and Magic

There are events so extraordinary that they create a breach in hisiergs iff
time stops and then resumes—with everything changed. The world is then spoken of
in relation to that event. Thus, we are now living in the post-9/11 world. We are
living in the post-Holocaust world, as well; that event forever changed our
assumptions about civilized man’s moral and ethical standards. Certaodg,most
profoundly changed by the events of the Holocaust were its relatively feivasr
The trauma they experienced was passed on, in turn, to their children, who are
variously designated the Post-Holocaust Generation, the Second @end¢hat Next
Generation, or the Generation After. These designations are used by soraesgohol
all who were born in the Holocaust’s aftermath—regardless of parentage—in
recognition of the fact that all have been in some way marked.

This chapter will focus on three Second-Generation authors: Art Spiegelman,
Michael Chabon, and Thane Rosenbaum. Spiegelman and Rosenbaum are children of
Holocaust survivors; Chabon is not. All examine the legacy of the Holocaust, and all
use two elements to respond to it: humor and magic.

Spiegleman’Mausis associated with humor primarily because of its comic-
book format, which was seen to mark a daring departure from traditional Holocaust
representation. In fact, it is not totally without precedent. A 15-page wdrkahde
considered either a comic book or a brief graphic novel (the terms will beshgcus
below) appeared in 1942. It was written and illustrated by Horst Rosenthal, a camp
inmate who was not to survive the war. On September 28, 1940, Rosenthal was

imprisoned at Gurs—the largest internment camp in the Occupied Zone of.Fhance
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August 1941 he was transferred to another camp, but he apparently was re-iaterned

Gurs during 1942. On September 11, 1942, he was deported to Drancy. Soon
afterward, he arrived at Auschwitz, where he was murdered (Rosenberg 273-74)
Conditions at the camp at Gurs were deplorable, yet its inmates were
determined to maintain as rich a cultural life as they could. Incredibly, ¢emp |
included lectures, plays, concerts, cabaret shows, and art exhibits, and an iraric hum
was present in much of the inmates’ original work (Rosenberg 274). It surely was
present in Rosenthal’'s bookMickey Mouse in the Gurs Internment Camp
In the recently published collection of ess@e Jewish Graphic Novdlisa

Naomi Mulman focuses on Rosenthal’s work as a precurddats Spiegelman had
memorably chosen for an epigrapMaus Il A Survivor’'s Tale: And Here My
Troubles Begam quote from a German newspaper article published in the mid-1930s:

Mickey Mouse is the most miserable ideal ever

revealed. . . . Healthy emotions tell every independent

young man and every honorable youth that the

dirty and filth-covered vermin, the greatest bacteria

carrier in the animal kingdom, cannot be the ideal type

of animal. . . . Away with Jewish brutalization of the

people! Down with Mickey Mouse! Wear the swastika

cross! (3)
This passage would read like an amusing parody of Nazi propaganda were we not
certain of its authenticity and aware of the consequences such words provoked.
Spiegelman saw in it the embodiment of Nazism’s view of the Jew and a aistiiic

for his cat-and-mouse metaphor.
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Rosenthal’s booklet has never been published; it has been preserved at the

Memorial de la Shoah in Paris and reproduced by permissibimeidewish Graphic
Novel.Rosenthal’sVlickey Mouse is an exact replica of Walt Disney’s. He is stopped
by a policeman one day and ordered to produce his papers. “I have no papers. I'm
international,” Mickey replies genially, yet with a hint of irrevereneie. is promptly
arrested, and though baffled, he seems to face his predicament with clsti@cte
cheerfulness and pluck. Yet the text is deeply ironic, with Rosenthal’s satigasm
seeping through Mickey’'s bemused comments on camp life. This ironic text, coupled
with charming, childlike cartoon illustrations, communicates its message in a
especially powerful, jarring way. Mulman finds the same phenomeridauis

although certainly the illustrations Mausare far less innocent.

Before long, finding the place decidedly not to his liking, Mickey informs the
reader, “I removed myself with a stroke of an eraséivfsh GraphidNovelPlate 1).
This is the point at which reality overtakes fantasy; the inmates at Guoshaand
places like it had no means of saving themselves.

Mulman notes thawlickey Mouse in the Gurs Internment Cawgs hardly
the first work in which the Jewish experience is projected onto animals otsinsec
This device is a staple of the Eastern European Jewish literary traditicgel8min,
himself, has acknowledged the influence of Kafka—particularly of his story
“Josephine the Singer, or The Mouse Folk,” in which a population of mice lives
precariously in a world bent on its extermination (Ber@éildren 62).

Nor does Rosenthal’s work stand alone as a Holocaust comic book. Another
one, also featuring anthropomorphic animals, kabete est morteproduced in

France at the end of 1944, while the Holocaust was still in progress. It vtias oy
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Victor Dancette and Jacques Zimmermann and illustrated by Pierre-Edmiend Ca

This work allegorically describes the Nazis, referred to as “the hordbe Great
Wolf,” enacting a diabolical scheme for the destruction of the Jews;eéfier as
“certain tribes of peaceful animals.” “Dispersing the members of tifile@s to

distant regions, severing wives from their husbands and children from theirsybthe
the authors write, “they aimed thus to utterly wipe out an inoffensive people whose
only crime consisted in refusing to bend to the will of the Beast” (qtd. in Bruttmann
180-81). The animals representing the Jews are depicted wearingdhesgal;

they are seen being deported in cattle cars. It took considerable audacitg gnd
publish a work so explicit while France was still partially occupied.

Also notable is “Master Race,” by Bernie Krigstein. This story agokear
March 1955 in the first issue of thapactseries of comic books, published by EC
Comics. It is eight pages long, with an emphasis on images rather thaantek has
a complicated plot with a surprise twist at the end—typical of the worksedffer its
publisher. It was groundbreaking because it was one of the first attentipespafst-
war years to bring the events of the Holocaust to public consciousnessc{\M&a
A number of comic artists have been influenced by “Master Race,” including Ar
Spiegelman, who made it the subject of a college term paper and subsequently wrote
an article on it that was published in thew Yorke(Bruttmann 186).

Still, Spiegelman faced a good deal of skepticism and criticism overdiech
of the comic-book medium, and of the mouse metaphor, as well. The gravest of
subjects was being represented in a medium considered appropriate oméyrfarst
trivial. “Juvenile, disposable trash” is how comic books were commonly character

(Versaci 2). Spiegelman responded to his critics by pointing out that comic-book
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artists traditionally have dismissed the dichotomy of high art / low art.

Even those who do subscribe to that dichotomy may be confused over the
terms “medium” and “genre.” As comic-book artists tirelessly point out, cbooks
are the former, not the latter (Wolk 11). Romance, science fiction, and horror, for
example, are genres. Journals, television, and film are media. They caredeandx
matched in any manner. A medium can address any type of content—serious or
frivolous. The genre of Holocaust literature can be represented in the mafdiven
comic book without any contradiction.

For those still uncomfortable with the term “comic book,” the term “graphic
novel” was invented. As writer on comic books Douglas Wolk notes, “The cheap
way of referring to them is ‘comics’ or ‘comic books’; the fancy way ispgra
novels’ (or ‘graphic narratives’ or ‘sequential art’). Whatever you call thmawks
you as a product of an ideology” (61). But even Wolk admits that calling them
“comic” is misleading.

Finally, there are those committed to the notion that the properties of the
comic book might make it not only an acceptable medium for the representation of
serious subjects, but, in some cases, a superior one. Comics scholar iy C
defines the comic book as “a hybrid word-and-image form in which two narrative
tracks, one verbal and one visuagister temporality spatiallyfitalics mine]. She
notes further that the comic book “doesn’t blend the visual and the verbal—or use one
simply to illustrate the other—but is rather prone to present the two
nonsynchronously.” Moments from the past, the present, and the future can be
represented simultaneously on the page. The panels, or frames, in the comic book

indicate the division of time. Chute notes that the reader of comics “not onlnfills i
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the gaps between panels but also works with the often disjunctive back-and-forth of

readingandlookingfor meaning” (“Comics452). Thus, the reader is made to
engage actively in the process of considering how time, or history, leavesrkon
the present. Chute concludes that this renders comics uniquely suited to the
representation of history.

The past and the present can coexist within a single panel, asMael in
which the narrative is constantly shifting between World-War-Il Europe an
twentieth-century New York, offers numerous examples. Chute notes the noav iconi
panel in which Art works at his drawing board while mouse corpses from Auschwitz
pile up beneath him (Il: 41). Jeanne Ewart (“Art Spiegelmisi@as’ 189) cites the
panel in which, on a drive through a forest in the Catskills, Vladek relateothi@bt
four young girls who had been hanged for smuggling ammunition into Auschwitz; we
see their legs hanging from the trees as he drives along (Il: 188)pash—
especially the traumatic past—is always present. Panels such asltisésedlhow
comic books may be well suited to the representation of trauma, as well.

This includes immediate as well as latent trauma. It has been argued that
images convey meaning more profoundly and with greater immediacy than words.
This may be true of both starkly horrific images—such as the ddaurs 11 of mice
crying out in agony as they are being burned alive (72)—and of more subtlesjmage
as well. In one frame iMaus | Anja holds her young son, Richieu, over her shoulder.
The speech balloon contains the words, Hdzer give up my baby.Never!” (81).

The situation is extraordinary, but the words are not. However, the way in which the
child’s soft back curves and drapes over his mother’s shoulder speaks volumes about

his vulnerability, and the black rings around Anja’s eyes immediately convey he
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torment.

Complex psychological processes, such as those that survivors’ children are
likely to go through, may be traced with considerable deftness in comics, gshBwa
noted. She chooses, as an example, Art’s discussion of his depression follewving t
publication ofMaus I The segment starts with the image, noted above, of Art
working at his drawing board. He feels unsure of whether he had any rigtempiat
the representation of his parents’ Holocaust experience and guilty over having
profited from it. As the segment proceeds, Art appears “progressifahtiiized.”

He shrinks in size and eventually cries out “I want my MOMMY!” Climbinglo§f
chair, he makes his way to his psychiatrist’s office, where, in the courserkihg
through his feelings, he gradually grows back to his adult size (Ewert, “Art
Spiegelman’Maus’ 183).

The ability of comics to represent two accounts of any given event
simultaneously renders them well suited to address the problems of witndssiaig.
cites the way in which visual imagesNrausmay cast doubt on the reliability of
Vladek’s testimony (“Art Spiegelmanidaus’ 190). She notes, particularly, the
segment in which Vladek and Art debate the presence of an orchestra at Auischwi
(Il: 54). Vladek describes marching to work in the morning; the text is iltestra
with an image of an orchestra playing. Art mentions to Vladek that he has read about
the orchestra that accompanied the prisoners on their way to work. Vladek claims to
have no memory of such an orchestra, and he states that it is very unlikely that there
ever was one. Art counters that its existence is well documented. The subject is
dropped. When there is another image of the prisoners marching to work, the

orchestra appears to have been omitted. Yet Ewert notices that the ears and baton of
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the conductor, as well as the top of the double bass, are still just barely visible over

the heads of the prisoners. Spiegelman is suggesting that Vladek’s posttitaum
memory of conditions at Auschwitz may be faulty. As Ewert points out,
Speigelman’s visual images do not merely illustrate Vladek’s narratigg also
explain, interpret, and provide a running editorial commentary (“Art Spiegelman’s
Maus' 190).

Finally, and perhaps most obviously, comic books may be suited to Holocaust
representation because, as Paul Buhle has stated, “only the caricaturgdgualit
comic art is equal to the seeming unreality of an experience beyond all régisbn”
in Chute, “The Shadow”).

As noted above, not only the comic-book formaWaius but its cat-and-
mouse metaphor, as well, aroused skepticism. Some felt that it was an affhent to t
dignity of the Holocaust’s victims. Cynthia Ozick found the portrayal of Jevpsey
problematic, arguing, “Prey is legitimate in nature; you can’t argtle ets when
they catch mice and kill them. It’s killing, not murder. . . . The Germans weratsot ¢
and the Jews were not mice; both were human. tAaids thereal point in

contemplating the Holocaust™ (gtd. in Furman, “Inheriting” 86).

What Ozick says is true, but the Germanblausare not quite cats, and the
Jews are not precisely mice, either. Both are curious, complex hybaiti@s. A
look at Spiegelman’s initial sketches fdausreveals that his first, highly realistic
depictions became progressively simpler and more abstract (Ewertiigea?7).
Of course, it is the simply drawn mice that made it into the final text.

Scott McCloud, in his seminal wokknderstanding Comigsliscusses this

strategy of simplification in comics, without specific referencklémus He starts with
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the concept of the icon, which he defines as “any image used to represent a person,

place, thing, or idea” (27). He defines “pictures” as “images designedtuialgc
resemble their subjects.” Of course, images can vary in their ddgesemblance.

A photograph would have the greatest degree of resemblance to a human face, for
example. Next might come a realistic drawing, and after that, a dralwmagin the

style of adventure comics. McCloud shows progressively simpler and morecabstra
images until he arrives at the “smiley face”—a ubiquitous cartoon of our.times

He moves on to a discussion of cartooning as a form of “amplification through
simplification,” explaining that “when we abstract an image through carigpni
we’re not so much eliminating details as we are focusing on specific dedgils
stripping down an image to its essential ‘meaning,’” an artist can amplifsntaning
in a way that realistic art can’t” (30). McCloud then points out the universdlity
cartoon imagery, observing that the simpler and more abstract the image—¢he mor
cartoon-like—the more it can be seen to represent. A photograph, for example,
represents only its subject; a smiley face cartoon represents anyonergndevét
could even be oneself. McCloud states, “The cartoon is a vacuum into which our
identity and awareness are pulled . . . We don't just observe the cartoon, we become
it!” (36).

A few pages later, he explains that “by de-emphasizing the appeaifahee
physical world in favor of the idea of form, the cartoon places itself in thiel wbr
concepts” (41). He notes that although cartoons nsiggtio be bereft of the
complexity and ambiguity that characterize much of modern literatuseatbein
fact, rich in these qualities. It is up to the reader to “connect the dots"—ielgcti

engage with the images and text in order to draw out meaning.
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Clearly, Spiegelman chose to universalize his mice. As Mulman reminds us,

during the Nazi era national identity completely dominated individual ider@ibe

of Spiegelman’s goals was to deconstruct such rigid national and ethnic iderttiée
has stated, “Ultimately, what the book is about is the commonality of human beings.
It's crazy to divide things down the nationalistic or racial or religiouslingtd. in
Mulman 88).

Spiegelman’s technique Mausdiffers markedly from that seen in his earlier
work, which has been described as “typically exaggerated, violent, and at times
hysterical, reflecting the psychological torment and sense of dislodahderground
cartoonists] often attempted to convey” (Charlson 97). The simplified, misimali
animals inMaustypically show very little differentiation in facial expression. The
color palette extends from white to shades of gray to black. Spiegelmantitsople
psychological torment to convey, but “it is as though the material itself were so
overwhelming that the drawings need to scale back, in a visual equivalent to the
stripped-down diction of Primo Levi” (Charlson 97).

The animal metaphors Mausserve other important functions, as well—
unrelated to the style in which the animals are drawn. It might be said thatciney
to “the grim moral underpinnings of the fable tradition, in which might makes right,
the strong exploit the weak, and any chance for survival depends upon a combination
of luck, foresight, cynicism, and resourcefulness” (Wilner 108). On the other hand,
whereas traditional animal fables offer fairly obvious moral instruckitausrefuses
to; it is consistently ambiguous, offering little in the way of instructiwh jast as
little in the way of hope that instruction would do any good (Huyssen 70).

The animal metaphors do, however, put some distance between the reader and
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the overwhelming material alluded to above. This mitigates the horror and grevent

the reader from being, in fact, overwhelmed. In so doing, it leaves the resel&y fr
respond to the material intellectually as well as emotionally. Even so dergan
critic as Lawrence Langer has praised this aspddiaofs (Cioffi 118).

Yet even as the animal metaphors offer a layer of protection between the
reader and the text, they jar the reader out of any possible complacencyting erea
kind of cognitive dissonance. This is especially true since cartoon animalsialtg us
associated with benign children’s stories (Cioffi 116-17). As Frank L. Giaffi
noted, by using animal metaphors, “Spiegelman thrusts onto readers the burden of
reconstructing or imagining the actuality of the tale” (120). Once agaime#der is
made to engage actively with the text. In a similar vein, Joseph Witeldnaed that
“by depicting the Jews and Nazis as animal figures, Spiegelman canldeiaenhis
too well-known story and can sidestep the ‘already told’ quality of the Holocaust”
(gtd. in Laga 62). At a time when Holocaust fatigue has set in and Holocaust denial
persists, finding original and compelling means of Holocaust representatiatices.

It is especially ironic thatlaus written with the intention of subverting racial
and ethnic stereotypes, has been criticized for promoting them. Noted Holocaust
scholar Dominick LaCapra suggests that it is “dubious to represent entirepeopl
nationalities in terms of one-dimensional animal caricatures and ‘bestiagotypes”
(161). Charlson goes so far as to suggest that Spiegelman’s use of artiaphiarse
might be comparable to Hitler’'s stereotyping of the Jews (99). Therenaralzer of
possible ways to deflect this criticism (and in fact, LaCapra and Chath@nselves,
find a few). Most obviously, in using his animal metaphors, Spiegelman was

“representing the world in the simplified but starkly authentic way the \sabihthe
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Nazis experienced it . . . The world was a theater of stereotypes, of magkikefs

danger or indifference” (Miles Orvell, gtd. in Cioffi 120).

Masks, in fact, play a central roleMaus As noted aboveviausis populated
by complex hybrid creatures. This characterization is true for humanslaswel
animals. La Capra refers to the “bottomless multiplication of the mask” {{163)
Mausand how it problematizes identity. As he points out, one can never be certain of
what lies behind the masks. Furthermore, Spiegelman demonstrates a postmodern
sense of the fluidity of identity. Iklaushe has his characters usasks to hide and
change theirs. For example, Vladek—a mouse—dons a pig mask to pass as a Pole.

The masks play a more complex role in the frames that represent
introspection. In those that open “Auschwitz (Time Flies),” the second chapter of
Volume II, Art, working at his drawing board, is himself drawn as a human being
wearing a mouse mask. It is as if the burden of trying to relate his parentsadsi
experiences has confused him and made him question his own identity as a second-
hand victim and witness.

Then, on his way to his appointment with his psychotherapist, Pavel—a
survivor of both Terezin and Auschwitz—Art is once again portrayed as a human
being wearing a mouse mask. Pavel is portrayed in the same manner. Over the
course of the session, both may or may not periodically drop their masks; it is
difficult to tell—Spiegelman’s drawings are ambiguous, as is his intent. \&/bkgar

is that the masks “‘draw attention to themselves as such, never inviting us tkemista
memory of events for events themselves™ (James Young, gtd. in Versaci 98)is Thi
an important issue—to be discussed below—for Second-Generation writers.

So, we can infer that these “inconsistencies” are deliberate. Spiegelsnan ha
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the metaphor is meant to be shed like a snakeskin™

been quoted as saying that
(Joseph Witek, gtd. in Ewert, “Reading” 95). As Ewert points out, the inclusion

within the text of frames from a previously written comic bodkrsoner from Hell
Planet—in which Art and his parents are represented as unambiguously human,
collapses his metaphor. So does the inclusion of family photos. The three that appear
in Maus—one of Art and Anja, one of Richieu (the lost brother), and one of Vladek—
reconfirm the humanity of the characters (Versaci 93).

Spiegelman also draws frames that deflate his metaphors. In one, Anja and
Vladek are hiding in a storage locker when a rat appears. The rat is drasvn quit
realistically. Vladek (drawn as a mouse in Spiegelman’s abstract;ganatstyle)
tries to calm Anja by telling her, “Those aren’t rats. They're very sn@tle ran
over my hand before. They're just mice!” (I. 147). In the segment noted above, in
which Art visits Pavel, a caption reads, “His place is overrun with stray dalgs a
cats.” Within the same frame, another caption reads, “Can | mention this, or does it
completely louse up my metaphor?” (Il: 43).

Such moments obviously highlight the artifice within Spiegelman’s project.
has been suggested that the photographs he has included perform the same function.
The appearance of one media form within another—referred to as intermedia
reflexivity—draws attention away from content and toward form. Conseguérgl
project seems less like a direct window into reality (Jones 382). The photographs i
Mauscontrast history with its attempted representation.

Using masks, deflating his own metaphors, and highlighting the artifice within
his work are all strong signals that Spiegelman is deeply uneasyheitask of

attempting to represent the Holocaust. In fact, he bluntly states hisyamixgeveral
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points within the text. As intense as his need to understand his parents’ past is—and

its intensity is evidenced by his despair upon learning that Anja’s dianeslean
destroyed—he remains aware of his own irrevocable distance from tha®jlas
Second-Generation writers about the Holocaust are assuming the imposkibfe tas
testifying to events they never witnessed. Even imagining these evandaunting
task.

What Spiegelman is offering Mausis Vladek’'s memory of historyMausis
as much about the transmission of memory as anything else, and that, in itself, is a
worthy subject. Marianne Hirsh coined the term “postmemory” to describe a
phenomenon among members of the Second Generation in which traumatic
experiences that occurred before their births have been transmitted teathem
powerfully that they seem to constitute memories of their own. “Seem” is the
operative word here; Hirsh is careful to stress that this received membooy is
actually mediated by recall but by imaginative investment, projection, aatiar”
(107). This gives rise to a number of ethical questions for Second-Generateya: wr
“How, in our present, do we regard and recall ... ‘the pain of others’? What do we
owe the victims? How can we best carry their stories forward without appnagriat
them, without unduly calling attention to ourselves, and without, in turn, having our
own stories displaced by them? How are we implicated in the crimes8h{i9#).
Spiegelman struggles with these questions througWlaus.

Closely related to the concept of postmemory is the concept of secondhand
witnessing, discussed in Chapter 1 of this dissertation. It was noted thevedldies
not necessarily have to be present at the original site of trauma in obdemtarked,

or traumatized; one can be traumatized by testimony alone. MembleesS#d¢ond
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Generation may be traumatized by their parents’ testimony. Nadinmkreserves

that they may be “like people who have had a hand amputated that thepaer

and then experience “‘a phantom pain.” When the secondhand witness is an artist,
his art bears witness to the “presence of an absence” (BElgken 2).

There is pain that the Second Generation has had to deal with that has been
real and present enough. It has come from the over-protectiveness, separation
anxiety, lack of parental respect for boundaries, insensitivity to childrems o
emotional needs, and atmosphere of incomplete or perpetual mourning that may exist
within survivor families (BergeiChildren10). In addition, many in the Second
Generation must deal with what Deborah Lipstadt has referred to as the “phenomenon
of the impossible comparison”—the feeling that their parents’ lives have been so
extraordinary that their own lives seem relatively meaningless, andhéaparents’
problems have been so enormous that their own seem relatively trivial (Berger,
Children 14).

All of these issues, as well as the ethical questions posed on the preceding
page, are recurring themes in Second-Generation literature. Art fretsnultdy
calling attention to himself just as he resists having his own history effated
suffers from what he perceives to be insensitivity to his own emotional needs, and he
suffers from bouts of self-pity. We cringe when he lashes out at Vladek in anger and
impatience.

At the same time, he is weighed down by enormous guilt, as we can see from
Prisoner from Hell Planet Such guilt is yet another common phenomenon among

members of the Second Generation. They may feel guilty over not having

experienced their parents’ suffering or over not being able to adequateglyetmnd
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or empathize with it.

Alain Finkielkraut, a child of Holocaust survivors, coined the term “the
imaginary Jew” to describe the Second-Generation Jew who “attempts tdyidetti
the murdered Jewish culture of Europe” (Ber@drildren2). Alan L. Berger, in a
similar vein, suggests a tendency among the Second Generation to seekia afimes
their parents’ past. He attributes this to a desire to somehow make sense of the
Holocaust—to “master an unmasterable traun@iildren15). The Second-
Generation writer seeks understanding that will enable him to give meaning to the
events of the past and assemble an identity of his own. These were aeanly
Spiegelman’s objectives.

The Second Generation also deals with the past through humor. This statement
at first seems incongruous in light of the above discussion of trauma and its
consequences, but less so when we remember that humor historically has been an
analgesic for the Jewish people. Earlyviaus,before the ghettos and deportations
but after the German occupation of Poland, Vladek attempts to distract andrgalm A
with a joke; he notes that he used this strategy routinely (I: 35).

Kevin A. Morrison calls Spiegelman’s mode of representatiavians
satirical irony, pointing especially to Spiegelman’s techniquevairking within
familiar Nazi tropes in order to subvert them” (59). He is referring, of eptos
Spiegelman’s ironic appropriation of the Nazi propaganda that equated Jews with
vermin.

The Nazis, themselves, employed irony—consciously or not. Morrison
illustrates this with a quote from Slavoj Zizek: “The bands playing whiledies J

marched to the gas chambers or to work [and] the notorious ‘Arbeit macht frei!’
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inscription above the entrance to Auschwitz [were all] unmistakable signg¢hat t

‘final solution’ was carried out as a gigantic joke which submitted the \gdiim
supplementary acts of gratuitous, cruel and ironic humiliation™ (qtd. in Morrisan 60)
To Morrison, one of Spiegelman’s greatest achievememauswas using a device
that the Nazis themselves used—irony—and stretching it to its satimdl. | The

use of the comic book medium is in itself ironic.

Spiegelman’s animal metaphors provide a protective distance between the
reader and the horrific material being read, as noted above. They providededistanc
for Spiegelman, as well—acting as a kind of coping mechanism as he retated hi
painful story. Terence Des Pres refers to the use of anamasfairy tale element” of
Maus As noted in Chapter 4 of this dissertation, the fairy tale is an ideal genre for
representing an experience in which the realistic veers off into thetfantaéke fairy
tale element ofMaus serves this function and, in addition, acted for Spiegelman as
“a comic shield against knowledge too starkly hideous and weighted with guilt to face
apart from laughter’s mitigation” (Des Pres 228).

Certainly, there is nothing comical about the story Vladek relates, although
Des Pres refers to moments of “fantastic slapstick horror” as he andtArggle to
survive (228). Much of the comedy that does exi8ausderives from Art’s
troubled relationship with Vladek. Dominick LaCapra has aptly notedvthas
chronicles “the plight of the intellectual, sensitive, vaguely inept and ovenelel
son confronting an impossible but necessarily iconic survivor-father” (142)e We
Vladek not a survivor, we would be on very familiar terrain. As it is, it appears that
Artie’s greatest horror is the prospect of moving in with Vladek and thatuhiwal

as an intact, sane individual is heavily predicated on his ability to mahisagense
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of the comic (Ethan Mordden, in Cory 38).

Vladek is the kind of parent who is a staple of Jewish humor. He is a master
guilt peddler, at one point leaving a false message declaring that hefeesdsa
heart attack in order to ensure that Artie returns his phone call (Il: 12-133%. He
exceedingly cheap. He rebukes Artie for using one of his wooden matches; he has to
buy them, while he can get paper matches free from the lobby of the PinesAdote
few pages later we learn that to save matches, he leaves the gas on alcdayasis
included in the rent (II: 20, 22). Another episode finds him attempting to return
groceries, including open boxes of cereal and partially eaten food. Artie and
Francoise watch, mortified, from the car as Vladek trails the managercathe
store, shouting at his back. The suffering endured at Auschwitz is obliquely
compared to the suffering endured while observing Vladek’s antics (12089

The grocery episode is introduced by a story of severe food shortages at
Dachau. Vladek’s second wife, Mala, states that there are plenty of sarwivorare
not as cheap as Vladek. (She jokes bitterly that he married her so he wouldé have
throw out Anja’s old clothes, since she wears the same size.) Still,iitts fa
conclude that his miserliness is rooted in his Holocaust past, when the esséntial
life had to be hoarded. His past accounts for his compulsion to scavenge, as well,
which drives Artie to distraction. Everything, such as a piece of phone wire noticed
on the street, is regarded by Vladek as potentially valuable; decadebeaitéar, he
is still “organizing.” Des Pres points out that all of this, in addition to the aohst
bickering between Vladek and Mala and Vladek’s manipulation of his family by
feigning heart trouble, are “almost situation comedy, the sort of thirfg{s]apart

from [their] terrible background, we expect on television” (228). Yet our knowledge
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of that terrible background shapes our understanding of Vladek’s behavior.

The trickster motif was discussed in Chapter 4 of this dissertation, and it is
relevant here, as well. Vladek is a classic trickster. He used his cunwoirtgito
survive during the War—disguising himself as a Pole, claiming expettiszdas he
had never practiced, and organizing food and clothing to trade for privileges. David
Mikics somewhat euphemistically refers to this as “survival through irtvpr
agility"—something that it is highly valued within the Jewish tradition (15)
The schlemiel—a stock figure in Jewish humor discussed in Chapter 2 of this
dissertation—makes an appearancklaus as well. Vladek tells Artie of his friend
and fellow-inmate at Auschwitz, Mandelbaum:
For me it was hard here, but for my friend Mandelbaum
it was more hard. In Sosnowiec, everyone knew Mandelbaum.
He was older as me, nice, a very rich man. But now, in
Auschwitz, Mandelbaum wasnaess. His pants were big
like for 2 people, and he had not even a piece of string to
make a belt. He had all day to hold them with one hand. . ..
One shoe was big like a boat. But this at least he could wear.
One shoe, his foot was too big to go in. This also he had to hold
so he could find maybe with whom to exchange it. It was winter,
and everywhere he had to go around with one foot onto the
snow. (Il: 29)

When Mandelbaum loses his spoon, he tells Vladek:
| dropped it, and by the time | bent down, someone stole it.

| spilled most of my soup, too. When | asked for more, they
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beat me. | hold onto my bowl and my shoe falls down. |

pick up the shoe and nmantsfall down. But what can | do?

| only have two hands! (II: 29)
Yet the story of Mandelbaum is not precisely a classic schlemiel stosyweédikness
is never portrayed as a kind of strength, and it would never be perceived as such. As
noted in Chapter 2 of this dissertation, Ruth Wisse wrote that Jews “used the
schlemiel as a model of endurance, his innocence a shield against corruption, his
absolute defenselessness the only guaranteed defense against the brptaémniing
of might” (5). Mandelbaum’s innocence will not shield him, and his defenselessnes
will not protect him from brutality. There will be no moral victory. There il
barely endurable suffering, and then, extermination.

The story of Mandelbaum, perhaps, rests not so much on schlemiel humor as
on black humor, in which horror and humor coexist. Certainly, Mandelbaum’s
predicament is terrifying and absurd. All of his beliefs about the world have been
shattered. There is no hope of redemption. He has no agency—no ability to choose
between accommodation and rebellion. The story might even be an example of the
grotesque, which “points to the inhuman and the abyss” (O’'Neil 178-79).

A more playful kind of black humor can be found in the scene in which
Vladek relates the story of Art’s birth. Anja’s labor had been difficult. Viaekk t
Art, “I found a specialist what saved you. . . . He had to breakaronito take you
out from Anja’s belly! And when you were a tiny baby your arm always jumped up
like so! [Vladek demonstrates the infamous Nazi salute.] We joked and called you
‘Heil Hitler” (1. 30).

Vladek’s dark sense of humor and his general pessimism make his rederence
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to religion and the supernatusdem particularly incongruous. Upon reflection,

though, it does not seem so surprising that in the absence of realistic hope, one might
turn to magic. Vladek tells Artie of a dream he had had while at a POW camp. He
had heard his dead grandfather’s voice telling him, “Don’t worry, my chdd,will

come out of this place—FREE! . . . On the day of Parshas Truma™ (I: 57). Vladek
had awakened and gone back to sleep, with the words “Parshas Truma” repeating
themselves in his dreams. Artie asks Vladek the meaning of the words, ankl Vliade
replies, “Each week, on Saturday, we read a section from the Torah. This is so
called—a parsha . . . and one week each year it is Parshas Truma” {fiafiék had

asked a rabbi who had also been imprisoned at the camp when Parshas Truma would
be read. It would not be read for another three months.

Time had passed, until one day a contingent of soldiers had appeared at the
camp. The soldiers had ordered the prisoners to line up in two rows. The rabbi had
stepped in line next to Vladek and asked, “Do you know what day it is?””
“Saturday, of course,” Vladek had replied. The rabbi had continued, “But do you
know what a Saturday? . . . It's Parshas Truma!” (I: 58). Sure enough, Vladek had
been released on that day. He goes on to tell Art that he had checkedddtemal
that he had married Anja on the week of Parshas Truma, that Art had been born
during the week of Parshas Truma, and that, consequently, Art had sung Parshas
Truma at his bar mitzvah. Thus Efraim Sicher characterizes Art’s tarahias
“literally a confirmation into the story of survival in the Holocau&tdaking49).

He notes, however, that for Spiegelman, as for so many young Jews, bar
mitzvah seems to have served as a point of exit from Jewish life rather thpaiak a

of entry into it. In Sicher’s viewMausis predominantly about Spiegelman’s vexed
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relationship with Judaism. He quotes from an interview in which Spiegelman had

commented, “I often thought life would be a lot easier if | were not Jewish™
(Breaking261). Then, as if pointing out a contradiction, he notes that Spiegelman had
gone on to read widely about the Holocaust and even to visit Auschwitz. Certainly,
one can wish to learn about the Holocaust—especially when it has profoundly
affected one’s own family and, consequently, oneself—without wishing to be more
Jewish. A visit to Auschwitz could only have convinced Spiegelman thaglife

indeed, be a lot easier for non-Jews. Sicher concedes that Spiegelmanwma® dra

the Holocaust—not traditional Jewish ritual. Like many others, Spiegelmas vie
Judaism in a secular conteréaking261).

Sicher assumes that Spiegelman is guilt-ridden over his “abandonment” of
Judaism. To prove this he turns to “Prisoner on the Hell Planet,” in which Anja’s
funeral is depicted. There, rather than recite the Kaddish, Artie reads from the
Tibetan Book of the Dead. This appears to be an act of rejection and rebellion,
although Art explains it by stating that he had been “psgiaiced ouin those days”

(I: 102). He expresses no guilt for this act. The guilt he expresseslifPtaleet” is

for not feeling what he believes to be adequate grief over Anja’s death and for not
having been more sensitive to her needs and her obvious pain while she was alive.
Guilt over his broken connection to Judaism seems to be a projection of Sicher’s.

Yet Sicher is correct in recognizing Vladek’s still-intact conmmegtas
evidenced by his belief that the Parshas Truma dream had been, in fact, a prophecy.
In addition, Sicher explains that the dream is theologically significant ke tidnis
particular parsha refers to the divine presence dwelling among Iskelibtes that

one might conclude that “as God dwells in the camp of Israel (Exodus 25:8) ... so
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does He dwell in the prisoner of war camBtéaking262). It is conceivable (though

unlikely) that Vladek had considered that possibility. At any rate, if henbiad
believed in the significance of his dream at some level, he would not have retated it
Artie.

Stephen E. Tabachnick broadens the question of Spiegelman’s connection to
Judaism; he considers whether Spiegelman believes in any kind of supernatural or
divine power that might influence or determine the course of one’s lifeali4e c
attention to a scene Mausin which Vladek—nhis Auschwitz tattoo exposed—speaks
of playing bingo at the Pines hotel. To Tabachnick, this brings to mind the question
of why some survived while others did not. Was survival a matter of pure chance or
the result of some otherworldly intervention?

Tabachnick acknowledges Spiegelman’s portrayal of himself as a liberal,
secular Jew. As Sicher did, he refers to the scene of Anja’s funeralsori€ron the
Hell Planet” and Art’s reading from the Tibetan Book of the Dead. Yet Tabachnick,
in recalling this scene, focuses on Art as a “bohemian, ‘hippie’ type, irgdnest
Buddhist mysticism and non-Western spiritual experience” (2). He condhates
though Spiegelman is far from being a traditional Jew, he is also far from being
entirely secular.

Tabachnick points out that if Spiegelman were completely closed to the idea
of divine or supernatural intervention, he would not have included events such as the
Parshas Truma dreamiaus As it is, he includes them free of any qualifying or
skeptical commentary. Tabachnick also refers to an interview Spiegelnmedjia

theForward, in which he spoke of “the great holy Jewish writingsM&f magazine

founder] Harvey Kurtzman and Franz Kafka™ (Tabachnick 3). Spiegelman, he
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concludes, does have a sense of the holy—however quirky it may be.

Another important incident involving a kind of magic—number mysticism—
occurs later, at Auschwitz. Vladek had been tired, cold, and in tears when a Polish
priest had approached him. “Why are you crying, son?’” the priest had asked.
Vladek had replied, with an irony and sarcasm not uncommon in Jewish humor,
“Should | be happy? Am | at a carnival?™ The priest had asked to see hig-m
then had told Vladek, “Hmm . . . your number starts with 17. In Hebrew that’s
‘k’'minyan tov.” Seventeen is a very good omen. . . . It ends with a 13, the age a
Jewish boy becomes a man. . . . And look! Added together it totals 18. That'’s ‘chai,’
the Hebrew number of life. | can’t know if I'll survive this Hell, but I'm @eént
you’ll come through all this alive™ (1. 28). Vladek tells Art that he haldl fe
compelled to believe the priest’'s words, and that this had kept him alive.

Finally, Spiegelman includes one additional scene in which one of his
characters turns to magic. This time, it is Anja. Unable to get news of hey feamil
the Jewish Organization in Sosnowiec, she resorts to a fortuneteller—pdrnay
Spiegelman as a Gypsy moth. Vladek tells Artie, “Anja knew it was foolishsHmut
looked only for some hope™ (Il: 133). The fortuneteller tells Anja, “| segedy
... death!. .. You've lost your father . . . your mother . . . everyone! | see achild. ..
a dead child.” Anja sobs, “Richieu! My little boy, Richieu.” The fortunéel
continues, “Wait! Now | see aman .. . illness. ... It's your husband! He’s been
very ill. . . . He’s coming—he’s coming home! You'll get a sign that he’s aliveéy t
time the moon is full! | see a ship . .. a faraway place . . . you'll have a new life . . .
and another little boy™” (Il: 133). Once again, a prophecy comes true.

Tabachnick acknowledges that interpreting dreams, practicing numerology
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and seeking the guidance of a fortune teller are not the traditional ways mJelnes

seek understanding. (In fagematrig or number mysticism, does have a place in the
Jewish tradition.) Yet to him, the accuracy of the priest’'s and the Gyp®ggtions
render them “messengers from the divine” (7). He may believe that, and itage
have believed that, but there is no indication that—as Tabachnick persistently
suggests— Spiegelman believes that.

Tabachnick goes to great pains to point out that Vladek was not saved by
virtue, luck, or cleverness. To Tabachnick, the only alternative left is divine
intervention. He fails to consider the possibility that Vladek’s and Anja’s suirviva
were totally random events, devoid of any particular meaning. A great many
survivors have described their own survival in just such terms.

Tabachnick ultimately makes the startling claim tausimplies that
“Vladek and Anja were divinely chosen and encouraged to survive in order to give
birth to Art Spiegelman. Only Art Spiegelman would create one of the most
memorable monuments not only to his parents’ travails and that of their generation,
but to his, as a member of the second generation of Holocaust witnesses” (9). No
doubt Spiegelman would be flattered by such an assessment, but it is hard to imagine
he would endorse it.

It seems that Spiegelman is more of a black humorist than a man of God.
The world he portrays so masterfully is absurd and terrifying. Both goodvdnd e
appear unpredictably and inexplicably. Alan L. Berger states that 8pagé&outs
the notion of a conventional deity on trial [and] assumes that all the evidence is in and
that God is guilty.” He continues, “Spiegelman’s definition of Judaism imdiky

contemporary, having nothing to do with eithatakahor classical texts”Ghildren
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70). Like Sicher, he recognizes that Spiegelman is bound to Judaism by his role as a

Second-Generation witness to the Holocaust. Spiegelman, himself, hasrsaichas
in interviews. Still, Spiegelman and his wife, Francoise Mouly, made tmeatéi
affirmation of hope; they went on to have two children, members of the Third

Generation.

Born in 1963, Michael Chabon actually straddles the Second and Third
generations. Yet his deep sensitivity to issues surrounding the Holocausighis a
interest in the history and special capabilities of comic books, and his tamdieng
of the possibilities of magic all make a comparison between him and Art Bpéege
natural.

The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Claggins at a pivotal time in the
history of America and of comic books, as well. It was the time of the Great
Depression, and anti-Semitism was an entrenched feature of Americay. shaies
were barred from employment in the print press and in advertising. There was
however, a Jewish presence at the head of drawing workshops, which allowed for the
hiring of a good number of the children of impoverished Jewish immigrants.
Eventually, Jewish writers and illustrators went on to play major roles in the
development of the medium. Among the most prominent were Will Eisner, Joe
Shuster and Jerry Siegel (co-creatorSupermalp and Bob Kane (creator of
Batman)( Bruttmann 186-87).

With the ascent of Jews in the comic-book industry came the appearance of
Jewish themes and of stories touching upon anti-Semitism. These are Bspecial

evident in the work of Eisner. Eisner unsparingly portrayed the cruelty and &olenc
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that plagued Depression-era Jews dwelling in the tenements of New Yprk Cit

Toward the end of his career he revisited Dicke@diger Twistwith the graphic
novelFagin the Jew.In regard to his inspiration for that work, Eisner observed,
“examining the illustrations of the original editions@iiver Twist | found an
unquestionable example of visual defamation in classic literature. The memory of
their awful use by the Nazis in World War 1l, one hundred years later, addkshesi

to the persistence of evil stereotyping. Combating it became an obsessiv& pur

(gtd. in Baskind and Omer-Sherman xx). He ended his career with another important
graphic novelThe Plot: The Secret Story of The Protocols of the Eldet&of

published posthumously.

A history of comic books can be found within the pagdsasalier & Clay.
Chabon describes Shuster and Siedalipermaras a vehicle for expressing “the lust
for power and the gaudy sartorial taste of a race of powerless people with ntoleave
dress themselves” (77). Chabon expresses himself here with chatiactelis
deprecating Jewish humor (he is, himself, a member of that “race”), but absarwit
awareness of the frustration and powerlessness Jews had felt at the time of
Supermairs creation.

J. T. Waldman, illustrator of the graphic noiggillat Esther writes of how
comic books relate to Jewish feelings of powerlessness and marginalitglecomgi
the possibility that they might be an “outsider art form” that embodies $¥enee of
an outsider culture” (xii). He also refers to Geoffrey Hartman’sye€3a the Jewish
Imagination,” in which Hartman suggests that the Jewish imaginationmepted by
concerns about continuity, by hope and humor, and by reticence (i.e., reluctance to

accept both the status quo and authority). Waldman suggests that the same attributes
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can be found in superhero comic books and graphic novels. He writes perceptively

that “the ever-present Jewish anxiety about discontinuity is found in nearly eve
mainstream comic book as heroes strive to stop the end of the world or save the
universe” (xii). SupermanSpider-Man andBatman—as well asMaus—all relate
stories of exiled men with catastrophic pasts looking for meaning, purpaskope.
He finds traditional self-deprecating Jewish humadviad magazine and iAmerican
Splendor—both the products of Jewish imaginations. And he finds reticence in the
skeptical, iconoclastic graphic novels of Will Eisner (xii).

Samantha Baskind and Ranen Omer-Sherman offer additional “quintessential
narrative themes of the Jewish imagination: mobility, flight, adaptation,
transformation, disguise, [and] metamorphosis” (xvii). A persecuted people, Jews
historically have had to be prepared to gather their belongings and move on short
notice. Whether in anticipation of calamity or in response to orders of expulsion, they
have often found themselves in flight. The biblical exodus is the archetype of this
phenomenon. Once established in exile, Jews have had to adapt to new environments.
One of the great challenges of Jewish life has been to assimilateayetid total
transformation; the desire to maintain a Jewish identity has persisted. largteiv
circumstances, such as those endured by the Spiegelmdassnlews have had to
resort to disguise and at least temporary metamorphosis.

These themes and others—all both distinctively Jewish and at the same time
universal—are to be found iFhe Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Cl®art | is
entitled “The Escape Artist.” What could be a more important art for a Jew t&?know
In the first few pages, we find Josef Kavalier arriving at the Brooklyn horhes of

aunt and his cousin—Sammy Klayman—after having escaped occupied Prague.
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Thus, the themes of mobility and flight are immediately referenced. Tioeaidt is

immediately referenced, as well, as Sammy awkwardly tells,J6geti know. . .

we’re, uh, we’'ve all been really worried . . . about Hitler . . . and the way he’'sigeati
the Jews™ (12). We learn of the “dream of fabulous escape” (14) that had ahimate
Josef. It is the same dream that, by necessity, has animated the Jepistoper the
centuries.

But first we learn something about the famous Golem of Prague—a
quintessential Jewish superhero. Golem lore dates back to the Babylonian Talmud
(Sanhedrin 65b) and ttgefer YeziraliBook of Creatiojy an early kabbalistic text.

The Golem of Prague first appeared within nineteenth-century oral traditsmpold
Weisel wrote a version of the Golem of Prague stoSijpurim(1847-1856), and a
number of accounts subsequently appeared. According to the basic story, Rabbi
Judah Loew Ben Bezalel of Prague—a noted scholar of Torah and Kabbala—had
created the Golem in 1600. The Golem was made of clay from the Moldau River, but
he was then brought to semi-living form by God’s holy power. He was supposed to
protect the inhabitants of the Prague ghetto from the threat of a pogrdrbi LRew

had acted in response to a blood libel that had been circulating. According to the
story, the Golem had patrolled the streets of the ghetto until the threat bad.pas
Rabbi Loew then had returned him to his inanimate form and stored the clay body in
the attic of Prague’s Altneuschul (Old New Synagogue), where it could be brought to
life again if necessary (Behlman, “Michael” 226).

In Chabon’s novel, the Jews of Prague consider whether the Golem, himself,
should be sent into exile; they fear his appropriation by the Nazis. Yet, as Chabon

writes, there were those who “did not want to send the Golem away because in the
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hearts they had not surrendered the childish hope that the great enemy of Jew-haters

and blood libelers might one day, in a moment of dire need, be revived to fight again”
(15). As inMaus there is a longing to believe in magical solutions when reality
offers no realistic ones.

Still, those in favor of removing the Golem win out. They appeal to Bernard
Kornblum, a magician and escape artist in the mold of Harry Houdini (also a Jew).
By coincidence—in a book abounding in coincidences—Josef Kavalier is seeking to
escape Prague at the same time, and he approaches Kornblum. Kornblum instructs
him in the art of escape. He knows where the Golem has been hidden, and he and
Josef use their escapists’ skills to pick the lock of the apartment’s door. Ih&de, t
find the Golem laid out in a super-sized casket. Chabon’s humor turns dark as he
reveals Kornblum'’s outrageous, intricate, and macabre scheme to spiriuosie
Prague by placing him in the casket alongside the Golem (disguisé¢deada
goyischegiant”) and shipping them both to Lithuania. The plan works; Josef's
escape is achieved. He makes his way from Lithuania to the KlaymanakI{h
apartment, where he immediately becomes immersed in the world of comic books,
which Sammy’s mother identifies as “trash.” They are, in fact, widely used as
vehicles of escape from an oppressively lackluster or menacing world. Chabon
acknowledges from the outset that comics were an outsider art form and that
educators, psychologists, and politicians with a medley of motives were indined t
share, and voice, Mrs. Klayman’s opinion.

Josef, coincidentally, is not only an accomplished magician, but an
exceedingly gifted artist, as well. The boys approach Sheldon Anapol, of theeEmpi

Novelty Company, and attempt to pitch an idea for a comic book toSuyzérman
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When Anapolooks at Josef's conception of a superhero, he notices four Hebrew

characters etched into his forehead and recognizes him as the Golem. ;“thisme
Superman is . . . maybe . . . only an American Golem™ (86), Josef explains. And that
is, after all, exactly what he is. It is not surprising that Josef, who thésslentire

family behind to face an uncertain future at the hands of the Nazis, should bedhttracte
to the idea of a Jewish savior. This may be seen as an example of the hope that,
according to Hartman, permeates the Jewish imagination. A few pagetyatg to
pinpoint a possible motive for a new superhero, Sammy explains to Joe that Batman
had begun his mission of fighting evil after witnessing his own parents’ murder. Joe
begins to sense the possibility of vicarious revenge.

Sammy'’s father had performed in vaudeville as the Mighty Molecule—
remembered by Sammy as the “World’s Strongest Jew” (119). Chabon’s humor
frequently involves this kind of juxtaposition; physical strength had not been
associated with Jews up to this point in history. His novel is largely built on the
wish—the fantasy—that it might be from this point on. The world’s strongest Jew—
“that’'s what they need over there,” muses Sammy. Then another idea takes hold—
that of “a costumed hero whose power would be that of impossible and perpetual
escape” (120). Chabon then inserts a footnote reminding the reader that “the still-
fresh memory of Harry Houdini in the American mind thirteen years laifeteath—
of his myth, his mysterious abilities, his physique, his feats, his dedicated hunting
down and exposure of frauds and cheats—is a neglected source of the superhero idea
in general; an argument in its favor, as it were” (120).

Addressing Josef, Sammy mimics the radio announcers of his day: “To all

those who toil in the bonds of slavery and, uh, the, the shackles of oppression, he
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offers the hope of liberation and the promise of freedom! . . . Armed with superb

physical and mental training, a crack team of assistants, and ancigoinyise
roams the globe, performing amazing feats and coming to the aid of those who
languish in tyranny’s chains! He is—the Escapist!”” He continues, “Herdbgst
fight [crime]. Hefreesthe world of it. Hereespeople, see?’” (121).

Sammy and Joe, as written by Chabon, are more than two young men looking
to cash in on a pop-culture phenomenon. They are also more than two semi-adults
still immersed in adolescent revenge fantasies. Each, in his own way, is anroutside
struggling to find a place for himself. Sammy is physically smatigla
professionally unsettled, and socially insecure. Joe is a refugee, sigugighirthe
language, with loneliness, and with ever-present anxiety over his family.hdine t
of adaptation is prominent in Joe’s story. All adolescents struggle with idedtigy
must not just discover, but actually create a new identity for himself. ude m
accomplish this in an environment in which his position is ambiguous, at best. Over
the course of the novel we see Sammy and Joe attain self-awareness antl politica
awareness. Most important, they move toward moral awareness.

The Escapist is part of a network called the League of the Golden &ey; it
nemesis is the Iron Chain. The boys explicitly identify the Iron Chairss ba
operations as Germany—not some fantastic evil empire. “l wish he was)iesal
admits to Sammy. Vicarious revenge is bringing him little satisiac he realizes
that he is essentially powerless. Sammy encourages him by promising hihethat
Escapist will generate enough money for Joe to send for his family.

Sammy’s idea is to put a picture of Hitler getting punched on the jaw on the

cover of the comic book. Chabon writes of the cover Joe draws, “The violence of the
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image was startling, beautiful, strange. It stirred mysterialsés in the viewer, of

hatred gratified, of cringing fear transmuted into smashing retribution, which fe
artists working in America, in the fall of 1939, could have tapped so easily and
effectively as Josef Kavalier” (150).

“l don’'t see Superman getting mixed up in politics,” Anapol reflects, upon
looking at the cover. Another executive points out, “We’re not at war with Germany
It's illegal to make fun of a king, or president, or somebody like that, if you'retnot a
war with them. We could get sued”(159). Still a third one suggests fictionallzng t
nation and the characters that the League is opposing. The sentiment Chabon is
portraying here is historically accurate. There was great reketa provoke

Germany at this time. It will be noted in Chapter 6 of this dissertationhisavas
particularly true in the film industry—also largely under the leadershipvaglie
executives. Later iKavalier & Clay, when a production company is considering
making theEscapistinto a movie, Joe is reminded that the second-largest market for
motion pictures, after the United States, is Germany.

Joe, who is finding his work on tliescapist'strangely redemptive,” resists
making the suggested changes. He has been fantasizing about a copy of the comic
book finding its way to Hitler’'s desk in Berlin. He continues to dranBbeapist
imagining Hitler captured and brought before a world tribunal, where “hedly fina
bowed in defeat and shame, [he] was sentenced to die for his crimes against humanity.
The war was over; a universal era of peace was declared, the imprisoned and
persecuted peoples of Europe—among them, implicitly and passionately, theeKavali

family of Prague—were free” (166). He feels as if he is fighting “if ng¢ruine

war, then a tolerable substitute” (167). He has another purpose in mind, as well. He
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hopes his drawings will serve as propaganda, moving Americans to take acti

Fiction and history intersect once again as Chabon writes a scene in which Joe
visits the “Adjutant for Minority Relocation at the German consulate on Whiiteha
Street.” Joe also appeals to the HIAS (Hebrew Immigrant Aid Socikgy)Jnited
Jewish Appeal for Refugees and Overseas Needs, to the New York office of the
President’s Action Committee, and to numerous travel agents, hoping to facilitate his
family’s rescue. It all comes to nothing. Even bribes are no longer productive.
Obtaining a United States visa has become all but impossible. As news frope Eur
grows more dire, the United States’ response becomes more anemidedlogjs of
entrapment and powerlessness grow.

His drawings become metaphors for his predicament. While Joe has some
measure of hope, his work “articulate[s] the simple joy of unfettered moveai¢hé
able body, in a way that captured yearnings not only of his crippled cousin but of an
entire generation of weaklings, stumblebums, and playground goats” (177). &s Joe’
hope dissolves, the Escapist is drawn entrapped in increasingly hopelessnsifuati
increasingly improbable and amazing means are required to rescue him.

The novel takes a turn at this point. Joe takes to venturing into Yorkville, the
German-American neighborhood of New York City, looking for trouble. He finds it,
in the office of the Aryan-American League, modeled after the ealyGerman-
American Bund that existed before and during the War. Breaking in while the offic
is unoccupied, he is at first puzzled, then stunned to find the desk littered with
comics—Supermarand other superhero comics that had inspired his own creation. He
also finds a memo about the “Jew cartoonists” Joe Kavalier and Sam Clayiand the

“usual Jewish warmongering propaganda.” He is made to confront “the mirror-image
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fascism inherent in his anti-fascist superman.” Chabon writes that

Will Eisner, another “Jew cartoonist,” quite deliberately
dressed his Allied-hero Blackhawks in uniforms modeled on the
elegant death’s head garb of the Waffen SS. But Joe was perhaps
the first to feel the shame of glorifying, in the name of democracy
and freedom, the vengeful brutality of a very strong man. For
months he had been assuring himself, and listening to Sammy’s
assurances, that they were hastening, by their make-believe
hammering at Haxoff or Hynkel or Hassler or Hitler, the intervention
of the United States into the war with Europe. Now it occurred to
Joe to wonder if all they had been doing, all along, was indulging
their own worst impulses and assuring the creation of another
generation of men who revered only strength and domination. (204)
This might be considered a moment of metamorphosis for Joe—not the kind of
temporary metamorphosis necessitated by persecution that was alluded to above, but
rather a change toward maturity and wisdom.

Joe begins to reconsider the nature and function of magic, as well. He reflects
that “the magician seem[s] to promise that something torn to bits might beanende
without a seam, that what had vanished might reappear, that a scattered handful of
doves or dust might be reunited by a word, that a paper rose consumed by fire could
be made to bloom from a pile of ash. But everyone knew that it was only an illusion.
The true magic of this broken world lay in the ability of the things it contained to
vanish, to become so thoroughly lost, that they might never have existed in the first

place” (339). At this point, at least, Chabon appears to have far less sympatthyewit
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person who turns to magic for solace and hope than Spiegelman does. Whereas for

Spiegelman the possibility of magical intervention and rescue hovers over us,
Chabon we are on our own, forced to focus on the real world and to try to save
ourselves.
In Kavalier & Claythere are no prophecies to encourage Joe to persevere in
his efforts to save his family. He learns of his father’s death; his mistlwst among
the deportations. He tries to make his own miracle—arranging for his younger
brother’s rescue by ship—but the ship is sunk by a German U-boat. In despair over
failing to effect his brother's escape, he sabotages his own escape wWioitenrey at
a party. Magic is used with the intention of extinguishing, rather that savirfe, a li
Joe faces another moral crisis shortly after this. With nothing left to lose, he
decides to enlist in the Navy, hoping to engage in real—rather than vicarious—
combat. However, he is sent to a remote base in Antarctica, which he views as “the
symbol, the embodiment, the blank unmeaning heart of his impotence in this war”
(436). There is a tragic accident, and Joe and one other man are the only survivors.
One night he picks up a transmission on his radio—a German documentary
announcing the creation of the Theresienstadt Model Ghetto. While listening to a
description of the musical events offered there, Josef recognizes the voise of hi
grandfather, a singer with a distinctive, sweet voice. He realizeshbegsienstadt
is no more than “a witch’s house made of candy and gingerbread to lure children and
fatten them for the table” (442).
He picks up another transmission; it is in German, and it is so clear that Joe
realizes that there must be a German serviceman nearby. He is ablerto benf

suspicions; the German is a geologist. He fails to report this to Commanddjnste



156
“the desire for revenge, for a final expiation of guilt and responsibility” (4del

him to find and destroy the German himself. He manages to convince his sole
comrade to go along with his plan. Yet he realizes that “the situation wasrfar f
clear. The man they were going to kill had done nothing to harm either of them. He
was not a soldier. It was unlikely that he had been involved in any but the most
tangential, metaphysical of ways with the building of the witch’s house in Tiérezi
(453).

The German, it turns out, is “a peaceful and scholarly man who had always
deplored violence” (464). He is weak and sick, and rather than kill him, Joe
determines to save him. He attempts to carry him back to his station, but h attem
fails. Chabon writes that nothing “had ever broken his heart quite as terribly as t
realization . . . that he was hauling a corpse behind him” (465). This is the moment of
Joe’s true metamorphosis, and redemption.

Chabon writes of the postwar period as a time when many had lost their taste
for violence. The defeat of real-world villains such as Hitler and Tojo had dhmeihis
their craving for revenge, as well. Returning soldiers were disinclnedite and
draw superhero comic books that glorified both. Joe channels his talents into a
graphic novel memorializing the victims of the Holocaust, with the true, undisguised
Golem as its hero.

Chabon, through Joe, considers the question of whether fantasy is an
appropriate genre for the representation of such a grave subject. He writeglyovi
“Having lost his mother, father, brother, and grandfather, the friends and foss of hi
youth, his beloved teacher Bernard Kornblum, his city, his history—his home—the

usual charge leveled against comic books, that they offeeeely an easy escape
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from reality, seemed to Joe actually to be a powerful argument on their behalf. . . .

The escape from reality was, he felt—especially right after the warerhiyv
challenge” (575). He recalls relaxing for a moment and reading a comic boog duri
a time when the pain of his losses was always with him. For the brief time it took hi
to read the comic, the pain vanished@hat was magi¢ Chabon writes, “not the
apparent magic of the silk-hatted card-palmer, or the bold, brute trickery otHpees
artist, but the genuine magic of art” (576).

The comic book also is shown to be as valid a vehicle of personal expression
as any other medium. In fadthe Golenbecomes so personal to Joe—such an
accurate documentation of his pain and sorrow—that he hesitates to make it public.
Chabon then writes of why the golem is an appropriate hero for the post-Holocaust
world:

In history and folklore, the significance and the fascination

of golems—from Rabbi Loew’s to Victor von Frankenstein’s—

lay in their soullessness, in their tireless inhuman strength,

in their metaphorical association with overweening human

ambition, and in the frightening ease with which they passed beyond
the control of their horrified and admiring creators. But it seemed

to Joe that none of these—Faustian hubris least of all—were among
the true reasons that impelled men, time after time, to hazard

the making of golems. The shaping of a golem, to him, was a
gesture of hope, offered against hope, in a time of desperation.

It was the expression of a yearning that a few magic words and

an artful hand might produce something—one poor, dumb,
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powerless thing—exempt from the crushing strictures, from the ills,

cruelties, and inevitable failures of the greater Creation. It was the

voicing of a vain wish, when you got down to it, to escape. To

slip, like the Escapist, free of the entangling chain of reality and

the straitjacket of physical laws. Harry Houdini had roamed the

Palladiums and Hippodromes of the world encumbered by an

entire cargo-hold of crates and boxes, stuffed with chains, iron

hardware, brightly painted flats and hokum, animated all the

while only by this same desire, never fulfilled: truly to escape,

if only for one instant; to poke his head through the borders of

the world, with its harsh physics, into the mysterious spirit world

that lay beyond. (582)
In this passage Chabon articulates a number of the quintessential themes oistine Jew
imagination referred to above. There is the persistence of hope. There is thia belief
the possibilities of transformation and metamorphosis—of the transformation of a
quantity of clay into human form and of the expectation of doom into salvation. And
there is the longing for flight—not merely from one geographic point to another, but
from the cruelty and injustice of this world.

Joe and Sammy, however, have some reservations about the Golem. He is,
after all “awfully Jewish.” Sammy resolves his doubts, reflecting, “theil Jewish,
superheroes. Superman, you don’t think he’s Jewish? Coming over from the old
country, changing his name like that. Clark Kent, only a Jew would pick a name like
that for himself” (585). Yet again we see Chabon gently poking fun at Jews—this

time at their perhaps over-eager attempts to assimilate. Sammyiyekates
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another characteristic of Chabon’s work, as well—the juxtaposition of the high-

minded with the ridiculous. Chabon seems to take seriously and personally his
statements regarding the need for and the value of escape. The readizoeam
with scenes of hardly bearable personal loss and pain or by serious reflentions
cruelty and injustice. Yet these invariably are followed by lighter, even humorous
scenes—qiving the reader a chance for escape.

Arguably, the farther the Holocaust recedes into history, the more Secaohd- a
Third-Generation writers may have to turn to fantasy in order to represergtinoty
all critics are enthusiastic about Chabon’s use of fantasy. Lee Behlntas tivat
“with superhero comic books, Chabon presents a form of fantasy that resolutely
avoids the real, for it seeks to resolve history either by overcoming it through nea
miraculous reversals or by escaping its terms completEscgpist3). Later in his
essay he refines his objection, stating that fantasy, “no matter how ‘unseatintent
may be, can give pleasure to an artist and an audience, and that pleasure may be a
distraction from the pastEscapist7). This is reminiscent of Adorno’s famous and
frequently misused statement about poetry after Auschwitz. He goes on tdahlabrry
fantasy may lead to “the admittedly problematic, quintessentially Aareri
phenomenon of forgettingEscapist7). (Is forgetting really an American
phenomenon?)

Behlman distinguishes between Spiegelman, who, he says, has confronted the
taint of triviality imposed on comic books by inventing the term “commix,” and
Chabon, who embraces the early comic books, uncomplicated as they might have
been. Spiegelman did not use the term “commix” by way of an apology; he was

simply calling attention to the form’s “co-mix” of words and images. Henleasr
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indicated a disdain for the early examples of the medium.

Fantasy functions in much the same way as humidaialier & Clay—and in
fact, the novel features both prominently. We might return, once again, todesrre
Des Pres and his “fictions” of Holocaust writing, discussed in Chapter 1 of this
dissertation. Des Pres had cited several works that represent the Holo¢hest i
comic mode and stated that they are, in a way, revolutionary, since “they t@fus
take the Holocaust on its own crushing terms” (220). Behlman criticizes Chabon for
endorsing a form of fantasy that refuses to take history on its own termbt ridig
that, too, be considered a kind of defiance? It must also be noted that Joe struggles
throughout the novel with the disparity between fantasy and direct action, and that
Chabon is unstinting in his depiction of Joe’s very real pain and grief. Furtheimore
has been pointed out by numerous Holocaust scholars that the events of the Holocaust
were so fantastic that fantasy may be an appropriate—if not a superior—aggnre
which to represent it.

Behlman refers to a review avalier & Clayby John Podhoretz in
Commentary In it, Podhoretz comments, “the Jews of Central Europe, both those
who were murdered and those who escaped murder, were ordinary people. In
attempting to memorialize them and pay tribute to their suffering, Chaboandissc
into a false mysticism. It is true that their tradition featured a ocemgstical strain,
but it is also horrifyingly true that mysticism was among the forcaddtdo their
extermination—an evil mysticism that promised the world would be purified by thei
removal” (3). Itis unfair to say that Chabon “descends into mysticism.” While he
shows respect and affection for Jewish tradition, he never suggests that the Golem

will be a real agent of salvation. Podhoretz’s comments about the uses to which the
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Nazis put mysticism are interesting and true, but they have nothing to do witkethe

to which Chabon puts fantasy and magic.

The most obvious element thdausandKavalier & Clayshare is the
phenomenon of the comic book. Spiegelman is a comic artist while Chabon writes
about one. Chabon writes about comic-book techniques, and we can see these very
techniques employed by Spiegelman. Througf@ualier & Clay Joe struggles to
find a style commensurate with his subject. Hillary Chute notes that Josts m
innovative projectThe Golemis produced directly after the occasion of his greatest
trauma. “In this, Chabon suggests that trauma breaks the boundaries of form,
mutating the very shape of representation,” she writes (“Ragtime” 286). She
compared he Golenwith Maus using a quotation frordavalier & Clay, the
passage in the latter reads: “All of the grief and black wonder that heewasable
to express, before or afterward . . . all of it went into the queasy angles &nd sta
compositions, the cross-hatchings and vast swaths of shadow, the distended and
fractured and finely minced panels of his monstrous comic book” (3M&8ysis just
such a “monstrous comic book”; Art represents the Holocaust in much the same way
as Joe does. Both Spiegelman and Chabon affirm that the comic book is an
appropriate, even an especially well-suited genre with which to repragehotrific

event.

Thane Rosenbaum does not write or illustrate comic books—nor does he
indicate any particular interest in them. But he is a member of the Second
Generation—a fact his readers are seldom allowed to forget. His Holodaggt-tf

Elijah Visible Second Hand SmakandThe Golems of Gothaware all works of
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fiction, but a look at the facts of his life suggests that they are largely

autobiographical. Rosenbaum’s parents were both Holocaust survivors. His mother
was interned at Maidanek, and his father was held prisoner at various camps,
including Bergen-Belsen. After the war, the family immigrated to théedr$tates.
Rosenbaum spent the first nine years of his life in Washington Heights, in Manhatta
The family then relocated to Miami Beach (Furman, “Thane” 1021).

As Tolstoy famously noted, each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.
While the Spiegelmans and the Rosenbaums suffered through similar circesstanc
they were affected by them in different ways. Likewise, the sonsaffeced by
their parents in different ways, and they reacted to them differently,laSwely,
Mausis more autobiographical than any of Rosenbaum’s works of fiction.
Furthermore, in the first work in his trilogyEljah Visible a collection of short
stories—the character that appears to represent Rosenbaum changes identity
continuously. He always has the same name—Adam Posner—but he is represented
variously as a lawyer, a painter, a student, a teacher, and a child. He may be found in
any one of a number of locations. Andrew Furman notes that Adam Posner may be
considered “a mosaic figure to capture the complex, nuanced, and, above all, fractured
existence of the Holocaust survivor’s child in America.” He notes furthefttieat
name Adam suggests rebirth or regeneration, and throughout the collection
Rosenbaum scrutinizes the possibility of such continuity” (“Thane” 1022). But
whatever his name and wherever he may be, there is one constant: he is “consumed
by the Holocaust as a defining, psychologically altering event” (Pir&ddr

In the first story of the collection, evocatively titled “Cattle Car Campl

Adam is a lawyer leaving his office late one night. He becomes trapped irvatoele
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and experiences an increasingly severe panic attack. Rosenbaum notes, “Above all

else he wanted to feel safe” (4). This is a common and understandable concern
among children of survivors. We learn that Adam’s parents had been transported to
the camps in cattle cars. Like Art, Adam is a secondhand witness—traumatized b
received testimony. Trapped in an elevator, he behaves as a traumatized person
would.

Adam’s parents had survived, but they had never directly discussed their
experiences with him. Yet he has an understanding of what had taken place.
Rosenbaum remarks, “It was unavoidable. The legacy that flowed through his veins
Parental reminiscences had become the genetic material that veagassied on by
survivors to their children. . . . Adam had often heard the screams of his parents at
night. Their own terrible visions from a haunted past became his” (5).

Spiegelman, too, had heard his parents screaming in the night; he remembers
assuming that everyone’s parents did that. Like Spiegelman, Rosenbaurareqseri
postmemory, discussed above. He seems to experience it even more intensely than
Spiegelman. The idea of memory as “genetic material” appears mvathes by
Rosenbaum, as well. In another stor§lijah Visible “An Act of Defiance,” another
version of Adam Posner is conversing with his Uncle Haskell. Haskell states, in
reference to Adam’s survivor father, “Your father had an excuse for higisgffe
What reason do you have to carry these sins around like bricks?”” “I have no

choice,” Adam replies. “It’s called legacy. The Holocaust survivor in mge wa
passed on through the genes. Who knows how many generations it will take to cancel
this virus from our blood?"” (63).

One is led to wonder whether Rosenbaum truly believes that one’s very DNA
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can been altered by one’s parents’ memories. If he does, he apparently is not alone

Leon I. Yudkin makes the startling claim, “It seems that just as thereaige
transmission of characteristics, there is also genetic transmission ategps.” He

goes on, “James Herzog raises the question, ‘How does what the parent endured or
escaped make its way into the child’s mind?’ . . . If the survivors themselves do not
talk of what has happened, how is this material absorbed by the child? Here, there are
two possibilities. One is unconscious transmisdiomugh the genefgtalics mine],

which now hold the traumatized material. The other is indirect transmission through
other means” (172). Holocaust scholar Alan Berger seems to endorse Yudkin’s
position.

Rosenbaum does acknowledge the role of imagination in the Second
Generation’s relation to their parents’ experiences. In “An Act of DefjaAckam
articulates his generation’s dilemma: “I had created my own ghosts fesnories
that were not mine. | wasn't there, in Poland, among the true martyrs. Evgrythin
about my rage was borrowed. My imagination had done all the work—invented
suffering, without the physical scars, the incontestable proof” (59).

Such concepts as postmemory, the genetic transmission of trauma, and
secondhand witnessing have acted as lightning rods for critics. Garynvariss
criticism has been especially well thought out and persuasive. In his-hatdsies
of Witnessinghe writes of the seemingly perverse desire among some nonwitnesses
actually to have experienced the Holocaust. This desire can be realized only in
fantasy—hence the title of his book. In one particularly memorable passage, he
expresses his dissatisfaction with Lawrence L. Lang#olscaust Testimonies

writing, “I thought it was marred by the author's competitive relation to surviviees
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seemed to resent those who had not learned hehtitthey should have learned

from going through the Holocaust. It was as if the literary critic . .hedgo have
for himself the experience of the Holocaust that had been wasted on them” (26).
Weissman addresses “Cattle Car Complex” critically but not sarakgtiriting
“Rosenbaum’s story strikes me as a romantic fantasy staging the seswrdtpn
American Jew’s transformation into full-fledged Holocaust victim” (15).

Weissman challenges Hirsch’s concept of postmemory, taking special
exception to her claim that although she can only imagine the world her Holocaust-
survivor parents emerged from, her imaginings are “no less present, no ldsamivi
perhaps because of the constructed and deeply invested nature of memory itself, no
less accurate” than her parents’ memories (gtd. in Weissman 16).t, IHifach does
seem to have crossed a line with this statement. Her imaginings cannot eetpres
she, herself, was not present at the site of her parents’ trauma. Neither can
imagination be more “accurate” than memory, although it can contribute to our
understanding of an event in other, valuable ways. To Weissman, there is no memory
involved in postmemory. He writes, “no degree of power or monumentality can
transform one person’s lived memories into another’'s” (17).

He notes that such phenomena as remembrance, commemoration, historical
consciousness, awareness, and history are now confused with memory (101). So is
imagination. Holocaust literature, he further notes, “is far better at balgin
‘remember it’ when what we want to remember is not the Holocaust as historica
event, buwvhat it was likeo experience the Holocaust as a victim” (104). Finally, he
cautions that sympathy—wishing to share another’s feelings—may leadaditigea

thin line between compassion and appropriation” (110).
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The experiences of survivors of the Holocaust inevitably affect their behavior

toward their children, no matter how those experiences are remembered. The burden
that these memories place on the Second Generation is a chief focus of Rosenbaum’s
work. In “Cattle Car Complex,” Rosenbaum notes Adam’s claustrophobia and
intense fear of the dark, writing, “At crowded parties he always kept iwdbke door,
stationed at the exit, where there was air, where he knew he could get out” (6).
Depression is ever present. In “An Act of Defiance” Haskell gently asl¥idam,
“there is a sadness in you that you won't let go. You must let it go™ (80).
Parents often add to their children’s anxiety by keeping silent about the past.
This silence drives “The Pants in the Family,” in which the unnamed child erarrat
speaking of his father, confesses, “I wanted to know more about what had happened
to him during the war. It was always such an impenetrable secret—my parents
speaking in code, changing the passwords repeatedly, keeping me off the scent” (48)
The most blatantly dysfunctional family portrayedEiijah Visibleappears in

“The Little Blue Snowman of Washington Heights.” In this story, Adam is a child.
Rosenbaum presents the kind of conversation that, we are given to believe, takes place
routinely in Adam’s family:

“Look out for the bad men.”

“What bad men?”

“One day they will come to get you.”

“Who are they?”

“You won’t know until they come.”

“How will I know? Tell me who they are.”

“That’s for you to learn, but get them before they get you.” (191)
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The story begins in Adam’s kindergarten classroom. We learn that he kieaiy

to stories, although he is suspicious of happy endings. Rosenbaum writes:

He had his own stories, although he wasn’t about

to tell any of them. Why frighten his companions

in kindergarten? So needless, and they so innocent.

And who would want to hear these stories, anyway?

Who would believe? After all, there was nothing made

up or make-believe about what Adam would say—even

if he dared say. His stories were real, the endings

monstrous. And he was sworn to secrecy. (192)
This Adam comes from a family within which too much is said, rather than teo littl

Before dismissal, a snowstorm arrives. Rosenbaum describes the helly stre

with steep drops that crisscross Washington Heights. He calls out theimgenac
gargoyles that appear on the facades of the dark, gothic buildings, “staringpdow
all those brooding German immigrants passing below” (197). He reveals that the
teacher is aware of Adam’s parents’ Holocaust past, and that she is awalgttoo, t
“now their son seemed to know the horror, as though he had been with them—the
entire experience coded in his brain, forever” (197). She recalls a trip thidbe c
had taken to a police station. Adam had not wanted to go, but he had been made to.
“Instinctively, Adam knew to be on guard. Police were not to be trusted. They
weren’t necessarily the good guys; they didn’t protect everyone. Adam aisdhane
transformative power of a uniform. . . . The precinct was filled with so much potential
for abuse and injustice; he wanted, in some small way, to right the imbalance” (198)

He attempts to do this by creating havoc.



168
After having left the police precinct, the teacher had reflected on Adam’

family. “They were unlike the other German Jews she had known from the
neighborhood. Much more nervous, jagged, over the edge” (199). At a conference,
Adam’s mother had told the teacher that she and her husband had hoped to send
Adam to kindergarten at a military school so he might learn “what goes orhin suc
places” (199). On one occasion, he had had an anxiety attack at school and gone to
the nurse’s office. The nurse had called his mother, who had looked at him
disapprovingly and said, “Adam, we cannot have such nonsense. You must be
stronger. This cannot go on. What if something were to happen to us? What would
you do? Hold on to the nurse’s dress? She will not be there for you. She is nice, but
she is a stranger™ (200).

The story approaches its climax as the teacher prepares thecldissnissal.
Each child is supposed to be released to a parent. Itis now that Rosenbaum reveals

the full extent of what he memorably calls the Posners’ “commando parentirgg.” “N
showing up on time after school was one of their little tests, devised to gauge thei
son’s instincts for survival. Could he make it home by himself? What if something
were to happen to them? They had long ago warned him about the precariousness of
life, and the possibilities—no, the certainties—of their imminent deaths” (201-02).

The Posners do not show up to claim Adam. He wants to get on the bus, but “the bus
wasn't part of the plan, not the scheduled escape route. Such an improvised,
unrehearsed maneuver was unthinkable” (203). He is able to sneak away from his
teacher and make his way home through the storm. Once there, he finds, in his

parents’ bedroom, “two naked bodies . . . shuddering in the darkness. Two pairs of

terrorized eyes—the withering remains of the master race” (205).
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This story portrays a very different family from the one Spiegelmangysrtr

in Maus As noted above, Adam’s parents communicated far too much of their
history to Adam. It has been said that especially in cases such as thimjridbe of
memory [is] a ‘glass hat’ . . . weighing down the children of survivors and invisibly
setting them apart from their contemporaries” (Sicher, “Shadow” 174)mEtephor

of the glass hat comes from the title of a story collection by Navah Seifnaim E

Sicher notes a communication gap in such families not only between the parents and
children, but between the parents and the rest of the world, as well.

Art’s life had been shaped by Anja’s overwhelming depression and Vladek’s
self-absorption. Adam'’s life is shaped by paranoia. The families in Rosenbaum’s
stories and novels are often atypical of those that appear in other works of Holocaus
fiction—angrier and more calloused. His characters, in such stories ag ‘Caittl
Complex” and “The Little Blue Snowman,” are likely to be severely damaged, &nd hi
plots sometimes strain credulity. Still, these works have an unusual power that
conveys the extreme trauma suffered by survivors and its repercussitmerfor
offspring in an especially effective way.

In his aptly titled noveSecond Hand Smokieosenbaum revisits many of the
themes found iflijah Visible Yet whereas the storiesHiijah Visibleare
uniformly dark, Rosenbaum allows some irony and humor to seeféctund Hand
Smoke He makes sure from the outset that we understand that his protagonist,
Duncan Katz, is “a child of trauma. Not of love, or happiness, or exceptional wealth.
Just trauma. And nightmare, too” (1). Yet he also refers to Duncan as faame-
walking yohrzeit (145).

Rosenbaum writes of Duncan’s damaged parents, of his inherited trauma, and
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of the secondhand nature of his testimony. In recognition of “the residual degermit

and fractures that litter post-Holocaust experience,” Rosenbaum has deqmarted f
linear narrative irsecond Hand Smokéresent moments are continuously
interrupted by memories of past moments; there are generally no tras i
smooth the way (Burstein 2).

Duncan lives with his survivor parents, Yankee and Mila, in Miami Beach.
The Katzes resemble the Posners of “The Little Blue Snowman of Washington
Heights”; paranoia reigns here, too. The Katzes are oddly named, and that is no
accident. Rosenbaum writes that the “strategic obsession with namesaegsfa f
life for the Katzes. Everything was in the service of deception” (5). Naveee
aliases, easily discarded when necessary. Duncan’s father, Yankee, [smimeHer
had named himself after the baseball team. He wanted “to lose himself in sgmethi
foreign”; he imagined that with such a name, he would be “virtually untraceadble a
unknowable, even to himself” (6). Duncan’s mother had kept her original name,
because “a name change alone would not have been enough. . . . The Katzes had
constructed an entire vocabulary around the mixed message, the obscure reference.
Suspicions lurked everywhere. . . . The family radar bleeped at frequenciesrthat we
out of range for most people. High-pitched warnings, like tocsins, that came often
and hummed throughout the day; the sirens announcing the end of the world, heard
only by those blessed with madness” (6-7). This family literally speaksde; if
one member should inadvertently reveal too much, he is reprimanded with the secret
word: keller. Duncan often feels that he, himself, “may have been born into the
family, but . . . never accepted into its inner circle” (8).

Having learned that the law is not necessarily on the side of justice, Mila ha
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become involved in the world of organized crime in Miami. Having survived an

environment meant to kill her, she is referred to by Rosenbaum as “a poster child for
Charles Darwin” (11). As Janet Burstein has noted, Mila “reconfigures ogeiofa

the destructive Jewish mother” (1). She also concedes that Mila is merelyd@nhg

all parents do—passing on what her own experiences have taught her; it is not her
fault that her experiences have been so grotesque.

Duncan grows up to become a lawyer for the OSI (Office of Special
Investigations), within the Department of Justice. His job is to track down Nazi wa
criminals and bring them to justice. He performs it with terrifying.z&&le wish to
avenge their parents’ suffering is not uncommon among the Second Generation. It
can find expression in acts of revenge or in attempts to “undo’ the evil by seeking a
tikkun (repair) of the self and the world” (Berger, “Mourning” econd Hand
Smokas largely the story of Duncan’s growth from an avenger to a repairer.

Mila never makes that leap. Like the Posners in “The Little Blue Snowman,”
she is a practitioner of commando parenting. She sends Duncan to karate classes
urging him to do whatever is necessary to beat his opponents; she has to withdraw
him when the teacher informs her, “I'm not carrying enough insurance for you. My

policy doesn’t cover acts of war” (30). As if in homage to Spiegelman and Chabon,
Rosenbaum writes, “Capeless and without a cowl, or even a phone booth, Duncan
knew that what his mother really wanted was not a son, but a comic-book superhero”
(32). He also refers to Duncan as “a modern-day golem from Miami Beach who
could defend any Jewish ghetto anywhere, anytime” (36).

We learn that Duncan was discouraged by Mila from introspection.

“Reflection only leads to paralysis, and paralysis of any kind can only slow down
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getaways, cause missions to abort, thwart spontaneous decision-making” (73).

Similarly, he was urged to avoid intimacy. He marries and has a child, but the
marriage ends in divorce. His wife tells him that she must leave so tharshawe a
chance to be a survivor, too—of Duncan and his Holocaust legacy.

Halfway through the book Duncan learns that he has a half-brother in Poland,
abandoned by Mila as an infant after the war. Thus, like Art Spiegelman, he has a
“ghost brother.” He determines to visit him there, with the intention of seeking
vengeance and “taking back their birthrights.” But his brother, Isaac, is Dencan’
opposite—a spiritualistic yoga instructor. Duncan’s other major disappaihime
that there is no satisfactory gym in all of Warsaw, and after all, “Noledging to
be intimidated by two deep-breathing brothers™ (212). Alan Berger sugbesthé
character of Isaac reflects not only eastern spirituality but Jewisticalytradition, as
well. The thirteenth-century Jewish mystic and kabbalah proponent Abraham
Abulafia encouraged yoga-like practices, including deep breathing, in orddri¢geac
communion with God.

Berger also sees significance in the fact that Duncan undertakes his jdurney a
the age of forty. Forty is an important number in Judaism. The Israelitesrediile
the desert for forty years before they could enter the Promised Landg thisiime,
they were purified. Berger points out that Duncan’s Holocaust legacy had thrust him
into a psychological wilderness. God’s words to Abrahdrach Lechg—"Get thee
to a far country”—have been interpreted as “Get thee deeper into thyBati¢an’s
journey culminates in self-understanditig{un atzm§}—a prerequisite for attempting
to heal the worldtikkun olan) (“Mourning” 13).

Isaac works at a Jewish cemetery, and he tells Duncan: “I can fegidbkts
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around me every day, but they don’t call out my name; they don’'t wish me the same

fate. | am not in exile, and | won't live in darkness. That’'s why | tell athpf

students to live a spiritual life—to stay grounded and in this world™ (214). Yet
shortly after hearing this, Duncan experiences a moment of magic. “Nealgthefe

the park was a fenced-in section that housed the long stilted poles of a swiligeset
chains were unworkably rusted, yet Duncan noticed that each basket was moving
forward and backward—noisily, unrhythmically, and unoccupied. Twelve empty
swings rocking all by themselves . . . rocking the ghosts of Jewish children at
unfinished play” (216-17). The next page, which opens the next chapter, finds
Duncan pushing his daughter on a swing, linking the ghosts of the murdered Jewish
children with the Third Generation.

Berger notes that Isaac is connected to the spiritual world through his spec
mantra: “one-oh-one-six-eight-two.” This is the number that had been tattooed onto
Mila’s arm at Auschwitz. The sum of the numbers is 18—the numerical equivalent of
Hai, the Hebrew word for life. (He also notes that whether by intention or accident
there are 18 chapters 8econd Hand Smok&he name Isaac is significant; Elie
Wiesel has called the biblical Isaac the “first survivor in Jewish Kistor
Rosenbaum’s Isaac is the son of survivors, and he, himself, has survived Mila’s
abandonment and abuse and begun the procé&kwi—repairing or healing. The
name Isaac means “to laugh” in Hebrew. Berger writes, “Isaac frequanglyd and
teaches Duncan the healing power of laughter, which is itself a type diorebe
against injustice” (“Mourning” 11).

Duncan is informed that there are neo-Nazis in Poland. Rosenbaum writes,

“Duncan seemed pleased by this piece of news. ‘Neo-Nazis?’ he asked, as though
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Silver had just brought out a birthday cake” (231). This is Rosenbaum at both his

most dysfunctional and his most engaging. It is also a perfect examplé of sel
deprecating Jewish humor. He is one of the rare members of the Second Generation
who can take a reasonably objective look at himself and laugh at what he sees.

Horror follows humor in a pivotal flashback scene that follows. We read of
Mila, after liberation, going to the jewelry shop owned by Keller Borowski—tae m
who is to bring up Isaac. Keller had been a master engraver before the war, and whe
the Russians had arrived at Auschwitz, he had stolen one of the tattooing instruments
as a “reparation.” She leaves the shop and goes to the infant Isaac. Shengives hi
leftover Passover wine to drink. She picks up the instrument, which Rosenbaum
writes looked like ayad, which is used when reading from the Torah to make sure
that the reader doesn’t accidentally place human flesh against sheep38Bn” $he
proceeds to tattoo Isaac with her Auschwitz number. “How else could she ensure tha
he would know something of the nightmare?” Rosenbaum writes. “The numbers were
all that he needed to know” (240).

To Berger, the branding of IsaacSecond Hand Smokgakin to the biblical
binding of Isaac. He notes that Rosenbaum uses biblical and mystical motifs to
portray the degrees of both rupture and continuity between pre- and post-Auschwitz
Jewish identity. The binding of Isaaakédalh symbolized the degree to which
Abraham was willing to go to express his fidelity to the covenant. Mila assum
Abraham’s role irSecond Hand Smaokén the Bible Isaac is spared, and the
continuity of the covenant is guaranteed. During the Holocaust, however, as Berger
writes, “there was an andikedahrepeated a million and a half times” (65). There was

no angel to intercede for the murdered Jewish children, nor were there rams to take
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their places; the dying Mila screams out, “Akedah, Akedah! There iamb’r

Berger suggests that Rosenbaum is expressing the thought that the branding of the
Jews during the Holocaust was a hideous parody of the biblical binding of Isaac
(“Mourning” 13).
As Duncan’s visit to Poland progresses he reaches a point at which he is
moved to articulate the anguish of postmemory: “I'm caught in a time wappettda
in a cattle car. Everything is about loss. It feels like there is no difeeleteveen
my life and what happened to our family during the war™” (263). On the other hand,
he cannot help noticing that his brother, who carries no bitterness or anger, is leading
a far happier, more productive life. Over time, Duncan learns to let go and foegive
new connection to Judaism—one separate from the Holocaust—helps him to achieve
redemption.
Hamida Bosmajian has pointed out that Art Spiegelmakains “frequently
depicts himself in infantile attitudes and postures; petulance, anger, ssillseks
pity and ingratiating gestures signal the need for the acknowledgemfiiedeand
fails to receive” (30). Rosenbaum depicts Duncan similarly—verballptiisually.
Ingratiating gestures, however, are not part of Duncan’s repertoireasttinitially,
he reacts to his feelings of loss and abandonment with barely contained rage.
Berger recognizes three stages to Duncan’s response to his Holegaasyt |
all three are typical of the Second Generation. The first is one of mourning.cim whi
the child of survivors is paralyzed by postmemory and feelings of helplessness
Rosenbaum describes those at this stage as being victims of “a FinadrSiblat had
no end” (83). In the second stage, which may overlap with the first, rage and hatred

replace helplessness. These feelings motivate a desire to act, buitthe taken are
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often self-destructive. Rosenbaum illustrates this kind of action in a painful but

hilarious scene in which Duncan attacks a Mercedes parked on the street bécause
its German origins. “Before too long, the Mercedes had been reduced to a Schwinn”
(154). Berger illustrates the kind of destructive or self-destructiveratypical of

the second stage with a scene in which Duncan runs amok in a Polish gift shop.

The shop sells souvenirs that Duncan feels trivialize the Holocaust. To Berger, thi
scene echoes both Abraham’s destruction of Terah’s idols and Jeremiah’snghatter

of a clay flask in the Valley of Hinnom (“Mourning” 11). The third stage is an
attempt to heal oneself and to at least partially heal the world, in hope of aghievi
redemption (“Mourning” 8).

The novel that completes Rosenbaum’s Holocaust trilblgg,Golems of
Gotham also features a protagonist, Oliver Levin, coping with a Holocaust legacy.
Yet it considers the legacy that the Holocaust left to the world as muchhés eme
individual. Rosenbaum’s novel fits squarely within the genre of magic realism,
although he hedges on the last page—suggesting that the magical elenteants of t
narrative were part of a made-up story Oliver had told to his daughter.

The Golems of Gothastarts with a bit of black humor. In a flashback, it
recounts the day when Oliver’s parents, Holocaust survivors Lothar and Ro#eg fulfi
suicide pact while at Shabbat services—"not exactly what God had in mind for his
day of rest” (3). They did this having “outlived the shootings, the typhus, and the
death marches. All their relatives were dead, even the no-good distant cousins who
all of a sudden were longingly missed” (31).

The action soon jumps to Zabar’s, on the Upper West Side of Manhattan.

Ariel Levin, Oliver’'s daughter, is playing on the street to an audiencedimng)
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children, “gap-toothed, Gap-clothed” (11). She is brilliantly performingnikégzon

the violin—although she has never taken lessons or shown any musical talent. Ariel
is worried about her father, who describes himself as “haunted by loss” (32). She,
herself, is aware that for the Levins, the Holocaust is “not in the past.” fhdcdheis

a sentiment familiar within survivor families: “For my family the Holosais always
present and real even though it happened a long time ago, even though we never
speak about it” (42).

In Hebrew school, Ariel has learned the story of Rabbi Loew and the Golem of
Prague. It inspires her to attempt to resurrect Oliver’s parents assywiade from
Hudson River clay. Her hope is that they will help Oliver to work through his
depression. She succeeds in summoning more than her grandparents. One night
during the Christmas season, Oliver is having dinner with his agent at Tavern on the
Green. He looks up and, as the orchestra plays “Strangers in the Nightihesses
ghosts in the trees. They are wearing concentration camp uniforms. Wihkgtar
they are the ghosts of writers who, like Oliver’s parents, had survived ths carty
to commit suicide later: Primo Levi, Jerzy Kosinski, Tadeusz Borowski, Paamh Cel
Jean Amery, and Piotr Rawicz. Before continuing with his story, Rosenbaumeoffers
brief sketch of each writer. The idea of having tortured and traumatizedswriter
brought back to life may seem like a shameless gimmick at first—edpeaialbook
concerned with the appropriate memorialization of the Holocaust’s victimis. Ye
Rosenbaum represents these golems with obvious respect and affection.

This is not to suggest that he abandons his dark sense of humor. When Oliver
discovers his parents’ ghosts, they are hiding in the shower of his apartnWwheré*

better for us to hide?"” they ask; ““Who knows more about showers than we do?”
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they announce. “Livinggut you're

(73). “We will all be living here for a while,
all dead,”” Oliver replies (80). Drawing from the black-humor repertoire of
responses to horror, Rosenbaum aims to subvert pain with jokes. He is clearly well
aware of the magnitude of the horrors that occurred during the Holocaust. Yet he
refuses to accept the “fiction” that Des Pres had written of that dictetiesrily the

most solemn tone is appropriate to the representation of these horrors. He ndslersta
Des Pres’s comments that “laughter is hostile to the world it depicts” é&tXhat

works written in the comic mode can be especially effective because &fuse tto

take the Holocaust on its own crushing terms” (220).

The golems tell Oliver that the memory of the Holocaust is receding and that
the world seems to have learned nothing from the event. They aim to refresh the
world’s memory, and warn that “sometimes words are not enough” (81). They start
with harmless acts of mischief and magic. Tattoos disappear from the bodies of N
Yorkers, as do crew cuts and shaved heads. Showers cease to work. The stripes
disappear from the Yankees’ uniforms and from the zebras in the Bronx Zoo. Tooth
fillings transmute from porcelain to gold. The practice of smoking ends; Wiia¢ a
warnings from the scientific community had failed to accomplish, the gdiemisd
off in one lucky strike” (100). Chimneys become detached from fireplacesluasd f
are shut down. Con Edison switches from gas to electric. The doors on subway cars
close automatically when all the seats are taken—no more standing in packed t
Rawicz, invisible, walks the streets pushing Ariel’s old empty baby cayrilagés
grieving for his murdered children, and though he is invisible, his sobs are audible.

The golems enact positive changes, as well. The Jewish life that once had

flourished on the Lower East Side moves uptown and westward. “Nobody was
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anonymous, or godless, anymore”(103). Ariel, with her klezmer violin, becomes a

pop-culture phenomenon. Rosenbaum writes that “best of all, the listeners of her
music, and those who joined the caravan to Zabar’s, were not all Jews. The shtetl,
which the world had once reviled, revolted against, ransacked, annihilated, mocked,
and sentimentalized, had now become everybody’s home town” (231).

Still, over time the golems come to understand that they have underestimated
the extent of the forgetting, denying, trivializing, and misrepresentingnésataken
place. Celan refers to “the debasement of all that we lived through and elfimat
died for” (309). They ponder a way to remedy the situation. Amery, arguably the
most combative while alive, states, “The human species only knows how to listen to
rage, and outrage. They don't pay attention unless they are faced with violence,
irrational acts, property damage” (309). What ensues is a reenactment of
Kristallnacht. Rosenbaum reminds the reader that the story of the GoleagaoéPr
too, had ended in a full-scale riot.

By the book’s conclusion, the golems have accomplished their original
mission, which was twofold: to help the world remember and to help Oliver “move

on.” “‘But moving on is the enemy of remembering,” Oliver cries. “And not

moving on is the enemy of life,” Levi replies (366). TGelems of Gotham

addresses many of the same themddigh VisibleandSecond Hand Smakéhe
impermanence of memory, the corruption of memory through popular culture, and the
legacy of the Holocaust for subsequent generations. Yet along with negratger,
Rosenbaum manages to infuse this book with considerable beauty—a feat of magic in

itself. One memorable scene has the invisible golems engaged in a playfoabnow

fight outside of Tavern on the Green. Huddled against the window, the guests look out
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past the Christmas lights in the garden, over toward the Sheep Meadow, and witness

seemingly self-propelled, perfectly round, hard, white snowballs traveliwveygng
speeds, with alternating arcs.

Beauty, magic, and playful humor in no way compromise Rosenbaum’s
message. He is, in fact, uncompromising in his insistence that the Holocaust and its
victims be remembered truthfully and respectfully. His portrayal of thergmleith
all their flaws and idiosyncrasies, is a rueful reminder of all that was lesthurhor
is a reminder that life goes on, and that we have an obligation to live it withcgecen
and kindness.

It might be argued that Rosenbaum’s use of fantasy is self-defeatinghisha
flights of imagination take him and his readers so far from reality thacimes
difficult to look back and reflect. There are a number of counterarguments to be made
in Rosenbaum’s defense. One—which has been put forth at several points in this
dissertation—is that other than memaoir, fantasy may be the only genre camatens
with the subject of the Holocaust. The historical event was so fantastic in theatiure
realistic representation may fall short. This is the reason, presumablso tmany
writers on the subject have felt compelled to incorporate fantastic elemtnmtheir
work, including almost all of the writers discussed or alluded to in this dissertat
Vonnegut, Epstein, Appelfeld, Weisel, Spiegelman, and Chabon.

Fantasy, in addition to offering another level of understanding, also operates as
a safety valve, allowing relief from the built-up tension of contemplating h@tah
relief may allow for more focused contemplation. The distance gained ffigghtaof
imagination may, in fact, offer a better perspective from which to vievbjecu

clearly.
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A fantastic representation may be thought of as an act of defiance, as noted

above. Itis an indication of an artist’s attempt to master his subject anditapict
any way he chooses. Rosenbaum is nothing if not defiant. It is the provocative,
confrontational nature of his work that we relate to and remember most vividly. Hi
pain seems real. His anger, as well as his humor, sometimes verge oa-hystach
he usually manages to rein in before losing control of his work. Still, we are moved by
his willingness to go so close to the edge. Within his Holocaust trilogy, there is much
that is fantastic, but nothing that is fake.
Inevitably, pain and rage characterize the Second Generation’s resptirese to

trauma suffered by the generation before them. Oliver LevilthénGolems of
Gotham explains to his agent why, though no publisher is interested in his Holocaust
manuscript, the Holocaust is worthy of study:

The Holocaust is an omnibus curriculum. Manna from

the universe. The ultimate tree of knowledge. Food

for thought with all the versatility of tofu. It’s all there.

Psychology, philosophy, theology, chemistry, art, medicine,

law. You want to know about life, you want to know about

death, you want to know about humanity—you want to know

inhumanity—you study the Holocaust. You want to know

Yiddish; you want to know what happened to Yiddish?

It's that simple: The Holocaust is encyclopedic in its

vastness and complexity. Breathe in its fumes and you

stand a good chance of being a better human being, unlike

what happened to those who inhaled the original Zyklon B,
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and lost everything about what it means to be human altogether. (265-

66)
In this passage Rosenbaum, an attorney by profession, has presented a perfect
argument—thoughtful, comprehensive, and well modulated.

Now let us compare Rosenbaum’s words to those of Melvin Jules Bukiet, also

a child of Holocaust survivors, in the Introduction to his anthology of Second-
Generation writingdNothing Makes Yokree: “It's a historic Rorschach blot:
people can see in it what they wish. If you're depressive, you can justify delpai
you're hopeful, you can find redemption. If you're stupid, you can discern the
triumph of the spirit” (15). In Bukiet's last sentence, we detect a breakdown in his
ability, or willingness, to control his rage. The breakdown accelerates when he
approaches an explanation for the Holocaust:

The only reason the Germans killed the Jews was because

they wanted to. Why? Because. Because they were poor

or because they were rich. Because they were clannish and

isolated or because they wore top hats and attended the opera.

Because their tailors and seamstresses were spiritual unworldly

wraiths or because their bankers and journalists insidiously

plotted to dominate the world from within the corridors of

power. Because they did not believe in the common deity

or because they did believe in their own tribal God. Because

they drank the blood of Christian children. Because, like Everest,

they were there. Because. (17)

Compared to Bukiet, Rosenbaum now sounds like the embodiment of restraint.
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Bukiet goes on to highlight the differences between the literature of the

survivors and that of their descendants. He begins by pointing out that while the
survivors were influenced by rabbinical tales, their descendants werdikabréo

have been influenced by modernists such as Joyce and Proust. He then states that
even those survivor works that purport to be fiction skirt the boundaries of memoir.
He comments, “They have no need to imagine; we have no option but to imagine”
(21).

He continues, “In imagining, a particular tone bleeds through in all but the
mildest of Second Generation writers. Though often literally exuberant and
sometimes ‘experimental,’ they are viciously unredemptive, scoured of vesakee
they look atrocity straight in the face with barely contained rage. . . . Instead of
closure the writers prefer the open wound” (22). He explains this by suggesting that
while recollection leads to sorrow, reflection leads to outrage; he concludeswith a
indictment of Germany, past and present, in which he shocks even himself.

Spiegelman, Chabon, and Rosenbaum—three voices that offer insights into
the Holocaust and its aftermath that are unique to the Second Generation. They
illuminate the transmission of memory, and they reveal the consequences af traum
for the children of its victims. Spiegelman, in particular, has been compared to the
poet Paul Celan in that both created a symbolic language for representing the
Holocaust that did not exist before (Cory 39). All three fearlessly confront horror
and all three refuse to promise that redemption somehow will grow out of that horror.
The passage of time allowed all three to include humor among their respotises t
Holocaust. And all three recognize that where laughter can’t help, aratie can’t

hurt.
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Chapter 6

From Idealism to Audacity: Five Holocaust Film Comedies

The ultimate fusion of word and image occurs in films. Films claim our
attention and arouse our emotions with an immediacy and an intensity that are,
arguably, impossible to duplicate in any other medium. One would think that writers,
producers, and directors of the 1930s who recognized the threat building in Europe
would have been eager to make films that would expose that threat and help to avert
an unprecedented tragedy. Sadly, this was not the case.

Many of the Hollywood filmmakers of that era were German and Austrian
Jewish émigrés. It was European anti-Semitism that had driven them toited U
States, yet they were rarely if ever moved to allude to that phenomenon in their wor
They did not wish to call attention to themselves as Jews—different from the
“typical” Americans they featured in their films (Gold 193).

There were also practical reasons for their reluctance to focus on events i
Europe. Germany constituted a significant market for American films. tlii®os
had agents there promoting them. After an agent for Warner Bros. was eaduogier
the Nazis, that studio considered producing a film that addressed the looming Naz
threat. However, American isolationism and anti-Semitism ensured that such a
project would fail to attract a big audience at home, and they were discouramed fr
proceeding. When the British entered the war in 1939, Ambassador Joseph Kennedy
went to Hollywood and warned the studios to avoid anti-Nazi propaganda, stating that
what was occurring was “Europe’s war” (Gold 193).

One man—Charlie Chaplin—refused to be intimidated by the studios, the

government, or anti-Semites at home or abroad. He demonstrated his indifference t



185
their fears and prejudices with the releas@twé Great Dictatoin 1940. Much

intrigue surrounds Chaplin’s ethnicity. He, himself, declined to comment on rumors
that he was Jewish; he believed that to answer the question “Are you a Jew®” was t
yield to anti-Semitism (Bathrick, “Cinematic” 158). The Nazis, howeesrsto
have been convinced of his Jewishness. They banned his films in 1933. In 1937 they
staged an exhibition in Munich entitldthe Eternal Jeywwhich included numerous
pictures of Chaplin dressed as his little tramp character. Book and film veo$ions
The Eternal Jeviollowed, each including images of Chaplin. The 70-minute film
was personally organized and overseen by Goebbels (Bati@iokmatic” 158).
A biography of Winston Churchill written by Walter Persich and published in

Berlin in 1940 describes a meeting between Churchill and Chaplin. The passage is
illustrative of the Nazi hatred of Chaplin and the people he was assumed to represent

What is Chaplin known for? For his depiction of the

run down [sic] type, everywhere in the way and nevertheless

by virtue of his slyness, which one would never have

expected of such an unimposing little guy, managing to

pull it all off. He even out tricks [sic] powerful brutes twice

his size, dupes them, grins, take [sic] their money, their girl,

their car, plays the noble guy at their house—always at the

expense of someone else. His face never betrays the slightest

human emotion. Only the eyes in this face appear to be alive.

And they are in control of two expressions: on the one hand, an

incredibly inwardly concentrated hate; and opposed to that, masked

as harmlessness, an obsequious, almost dog like [sic] whimper to
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the tune of: “Don’t touch me, I am so small.” Through all of his

films Charlie Chaplin wanders with wide splayed [sic] toes in the
genuine waddle of the flatfooted wanderer of the desert, who can
never deny his race. He underlines these characteristics, molds
them into the grotesque. And no matter how much he goes about
cheating people, in the end he will always mime the pitied one,
who has nothing, is nothing and like the eternal Jew must continue
his wandering anywhere and everywhere, into infinity, into
nothingness. (gtd. in Bathrick, “Cinematit38-59)
The Nazis even concluded that Chaplin had been born in Galicia and that his name
originally had been Israel Thonstein (Bathrick, “Cinematic” 159). Chaplin had no
patience with such sentiments, declaring later in his autobiography, “I was
determined to ridicule [the Nazis’] mystic bilge about a pure-blooded rs¢hough
such a thing ever existed outside of Australian Aborigines!” (qtd. in Gold 196).
Chaplin was no stranger to political activism. During World War | he had
participated in rallies urging Americans to buy Liberty Bonds, and he had ddrwee al
could to raise morale among the troops, as well. Now, Hollywood tried to dissuade
him from rallying Americans to a cause he was even more passionatatyitted to.
Franklin Delano Roosevelt, however, had heard of Chaplin’s project, and he
enthusiastically encouraged him to proceed with it (Scheide and Mehran 73). Chaplin
financedThe Great Dictatoentirely himself, giving him total artistic freedom. The
critic Stanley Kauffmann has said that Jewish artists and intellecitithe time
thought of Chaplin as a comic David fighting Goliatligmp and the Dictat9r

Chaplin’s physical resemblance to Hitler had not gone unnoticed. There are
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competing claims as to who grew the distinctive mustache first. In aaytbas

resemblance was the perfect setup for a film involving mistaken idemtifihe

Great DictatorChaplin plays two roles: that of Adenoid Hynkel, dictator of Tomania,
and that of an anonymous Jewish barber. The film is replete with puns such as these.
“Adenoid” may refer to Hitler's hysterical rantings, and “Tomareabkes both

ptomaine poisoning and mental illness. Chaplin immediately collapses the claim of
“Aryan” racial superiority by presenting the all-powerful Tomanianadar as

identical to the poor, humble Jew. Before the action even begins, we read the sl
ironic statement: “Any resemblance between Hynkel the dictator andviishJe

barber is purely coincidental.”

When the action does begin, it is narrated by a classic newsreel voice. We
find Chaplin on a World War | battlefield, where he reports to General Sdffakll
He is having considerable trouble with a modern, state-of-the-art weapon. Chaplin
was notoriously suspicious of machines—of their dehumanizing effects on sdniety.
this opening scene, Chaplin spoofs both militarism and military machinery. Of
course, in the Fascist and National Socialist systems that Chaplin wiaghgat
“human mechanization or regimentation [was] all pervasive” (Avisar 135).

After the weapon misfires, Chaplin becomes lost in a literal fog of war. He
encounters Schultz, an incapacitated German soldier, and he agrees to Schultz’s
request that he fly his plane for him. An inexperienced pilot, Chaplin soon has the
plane flying upside-down. A number of sight gags ensue as the two marvel over their
ability to defy gravity. Before long the plane goes into a nosedive, and Schultz,
stoically accepting his apparent fate, rhapsodizes over what he will 8psmgtime

in Tomania, with Hilda in the garden tending the daffodils. Hilda apparently has



188
trouble cutting the daffodils; it is like taking a life. Chaplin is being suphgionic

here. The real-life Nazis had no qualms about taking innocent lives. llan Avisar
recognizes Schultz’s speech as a satire of German romanticism (136jor¥Yar
particular, were romanticized in German culture.

The action moves forward twenty years to the ascent of the Nazis (though that
name is never used). Hynkel, “the Phooey,” is introduced, wearing not the swastika
but the sign of the double cross on his shoulders. He is engaged in a typical
Hitleresque rant, which Chaplin deftly delivers in gibberish suggestive ofdberm
The only intelligible word is “Juden,” which is spoken with exaggerated contempt.
Although he is obviously making highly inflammatory statements—the microphones
melt before him—they are being translated in the most benign terms by an angnym
accompanying voice. In this way Chaplin portrays a world in denial over the Nazi
threat (Avisar 137).

Nearby are his henchmen Herring and Garbitsch. Hynkel comments on the
need for the Tomanians to tighten their belts, but the seriously overweight Hesing
trouble tightening his. Avisar notes that no matter how broadly Chaplin satirizes hi
subjects, he never lets his audience forget the real dangers those subjedisysmse
after Hynkel’'s speech, Chaplin presents a scene showing Hynkel's adorovgeisl|
that looks identical to a scene framumph of the WillThere is even a shot of small
children presenting Hynkel with flowers (137). When Hynkel leaves the rally, the
statuary along the street is shown offering the infamous Nazi salute.

The barber is next shown in the Jewish ghetto. Hynkel’'s S.S. is on the march,
arriving in town singing an inane song in praise of the Master Race. The S.S. i

mercilessly ridiculed throughout the film. The scenes in which its troops appear
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resemble scenes from a Three Stooges comedy. The barber, who is suffering from

amnesia induced by his World War | trauma, inadvertently offends the trobps, w
respond by preparing to hang him from a lamppost. Fate intervenes in the form of
Schultz, who has become a high official in Hynkel's government. He spares the
barber, musing, “Strange . . . and | always thought of you as an Aryan.” “I'm a
vegetarian,” the barber offers helpfully.

Avisar comments, “At this point, the quality of the barber’s ignorance is
ambiguous. On the one hand, his amnesia guarantees a special moral stature of
supreme innocence. But it also contains a certain amount of criticism. Amnesia
Chaplin seems to suggest, is the Jewish malaise which is responsible for the
forgetfulness of [a] history of persecutions and hence the unpreparednessrigr copi
with newly erupting dangers of anti-Semitism” (138).

There is, in fact, no evidence that Chaplin blames the victims for the tragedy
that is befalling them. The first part of Avisar's comment, however, bearsiexg.
Who has more of the “special moral stature of supreme innocence” than the classi
Jewish schlemiel, discussed in Chapter 2 of this dissertation? Hannah Arendt—who
was accused of implicating the Jews in their own destruction—wrote aw amticl
1944 entitled “The Jew as a Pariah,” in which she mistakenly identified Chajlin as
Jew and linked him with Heinrich Heine and Franz Kafka as “purveyors of ttahpari
and the schlemiel.” She praised him for expressing “the time-honored Jeuwtfsh tr
that, all things being equal, the human ingenuity of a David can sometimes outmatch
the animal strength of a Goliath™ (qtd. in Bathrick, “Cinematic” 163).

Another critic, Robert Leslie Liebman, points to the frequent coexistence of

the schlemiel and the superhero in Yiddish and Jewish-American narrative. The
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former typically is glorified at the expense of the latter. This dyoaaticording to

Liebman, “offers . . . insights into Jewish fears of inadequacy, inferiority, and
powerlessness—fears which are not necessarily unjustified” (195). Liehisa

notes that “schlemiel /superhero fantasizing . . . is of special appeal tddeivs
incorporates both messianism and the fluidity of identity that abounds in Jewish life
and literature” (200). The schlemiel and the superhero often turn out to be the same
person. In superhero narratives, the schlemiel may turn into the superhero by donning
a costume. The schlemiel also may be perceived as the superhero thretaglemi
identity. The GreaDictator portrays both kinds of transformation. It climaxes with
what Liebman calls “a wishful-thinking identity change,” in which the barher ¢

merely put on the dictator’s clothing in order to assume his authority. Chaplin,
however, wrote the closing speech with a serious purpose in mind, and he knew that
the barber impersonating the dictator did not have the credibility to serve that purpose
Thus, Chaplin segues from fictional mode to documentary mode, delivering the
speech as neither Hynkel nor the barber, but as Charlie Chaplin (Liebman 195).

The barber and the dictator may look alike, but they are polar opposites in
every other respect. Avisar sums up the difference succinctly when he obsedrves tha
whereas the barber represents humanity, the dictator represents inhumarstyns
up Chaplin’s little tramp character—of which the barber is a variation-egiéyf as
well, noting that he “has always celebrated human endurance in the faceatsf &me
pressures, along with the demonstration of shrewd and healthy survival instincts
which never violate the basic moral codes but rather contribute to and justify our
sense of justice” (139).

One of the most famous scenes in the film captures the dictator’s
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megalomania, which contrasts so sharply with the barber’s humility. Alone in his

regal offices, the dictator lifts a giant globe from its stand; it turnsodog s

weightless as a balloon. As Annette Insdorf has written, the balloon reminds us that
the dictator is an inadequate imitation of a true leader—inflated rathmetrtiya
substantial (62). As an unseen orchestra plays Wagner’s Prelude to Act | of
Lohengrin the barber partners with the globe balloon in a gracefully executed ballet.
In the ballet, the dictator does with the globe as he wishes—pushing it about, kicking
it, and, most famously, hitting it with his backside. But after he has had his way wit
the world for a brief time, he loses it, as it bursts at his touch.

This scene is followed by one in which the barber is shown shaving a
customer. The accompanying music this time is Brahms’s Hungariare Dené.

The barber’s work is perfectly synchronized with the music. Avisar quoteddGer

Mast, who observed that “the barber’s human work contrasts with the dictator’s
inhuman dreams of glory” (Avisar 140). As Insdorf points out, the barber succeeds
where the dictator could not: “unlike his lookalike, the little barber knows just how
far to press, and his sharp instrument does not prick what he holds.” She goes on to
write that “the juxtaposition of these two scenes suggests that the baazer svill

be the agent of Hynkel's deflation—as, indeed, Chaplin’s keen humor is to Hitler's
image in this film” (62).

Avisar characterizes these two opposing ballet scenes as “an esial#ic
inherent in the nature of art” (140). He points to Wagner’s “heavy, sophisticated,
highbrow music, which has a special elitist and nationalistic appeal” that was
“especially significant to the Nazis, who saw Wagner’s art and dedicationgb rac

mythology as the expressions of a proto-Nazi” (140). Avisar also claims that
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Germans “found in Wagner a lot of . . . metaphysical pretensions and ambitious

superprofundity, the opposite of Charlie’s art, whose humor never failed to warm the
heart because of his simple yet forceful grasp of human sensitivity andhbasne
ethics.” He comments, “the piece by Brahms fits into this vision of humble and
benevolent humanism. It is originally a folk dance, vivacious, exciting, and
fundamentally life-enhancing. The Hungarian dance is the true expresshenfolikt,
rather than Wagner’s ponderous sounds with their pompous intention to express the
‘Volk™ (141-42). Avisar finally points to Wagner’s explicit anti-Semitis he
speculates that numerous Nazi leaders attempted to rationalize their murderous
program by associating it with Wagner and his artistic achievements.

In another noteworthy scene, Schultz, who has fallen out with Hynkel and
gone into hiding in the ghetto, devises a plan to assassinate the dictator. He, however
does not wish to put himself at risk by carrying out the plan; he plans for one of the
ghetto Jews to assume that risk. Five men are seated at a table, anderaeld & s
piece of cake. They are told that the one who finds a coin in his piece will be the
assassin. Unbeknownst to them, Hannah, a beautiful young ghetto resident and the
barber’s love interest, has put a coin in each piece. As each man finds his coin, he
surreptitiously passes it on to the next man. In this way Chaplin demonstrated the
world’s cowardice and lack of commitment in its dealings with Hitler. Aséwi
notes, “European countries and the rest of the world avoided confronting the Nazi
menace by passing responsibility to one another, hoping to be individually spared by
Hitler” (141).

In the next scene we are introduced to the dictator of Bacteria, Benzino

Napaloni—“Il Digaditchee”™—whose name suggests an inflammatory nature and a
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Napoleonic ego. He arrives in town on an erratically behaving train—a satiric

reference to Mussolini’s promise to make the trains run on time. Napaloni is
memorably played by Jack Oakie; when Oakie looks imperiously at the camera,
lower lip thrust forward, his resemblance to Mussolini is startling. YeteQaays
Napaloni as more of a buffoon than a menace. He uses crude Italian dialect and
barely makes an effort to replicate a true Italian accent. He amagstruts about
shamelessly. At a formal military review, he is shown munching on peanutsafrom
bag.

Chaplin writes Napaloni’s scenes with Hynkel as pure farce. The two are
continuously jockeying for position, trying to out-salute each other and to aiseme
most favorable position in photographs. Garbitch, after advising Hynkel that he must
at all times speak down to Napaloni, lowers the height of Napaloni’s chair lagfore
impending meeting. “I must be a-growing,” Napaloni marvels, as he takssdtis
There is a hilarious scene in the salon of Hynkel’s private barber in which the two
dictators keep swiveling their chairs upward until Hynkel’s hits the ceitirigging
him crashing to the ground. The competition culminates in an outrageous food fight
between Hynkel and Napaloni.

This humor is silly and crude; yet it still manages to make us laugh hémtil
reducing what is grave and threatening to faf¢te Great Dictatois the first work
addressed in this dissertation to portray the perpetrators of the Holooanisly. It
might provoke some to question whether there are some subjects that are ofb limits
humor. Surely, there are; it would be impossible to justify, for example, a humorous
treatment of the Holocaust’s victims. Yet everything written in thisediation so far

has pointed to the capacity of humor to counter agents of injustice and cruelty.
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Chaplin, here, has tapped into what Thomas Hobbes, five centuries ago,

recognized as our glee when we realize that we are superior to others. '€haplin
portrayals of Hitler and Mussolini make us feel distinctly superior to tipeovoking

our laughter and scorn. Similarly, they reflect Freud’s understanding of htivegr
constitute what Freud referred to as a tendentious joke, in which by making tHose wit
power over us small, inferior, or comical, we achieve a kind of victory over them.
Numerous contemporary theorists have recognized humor as an instrument of
resistance and rebellion—most notably Terrence Des Pres.

Those who might question whether humor is appropriate to the portrayal of the
perpetrators of the Holocaust need only look back to the jokes and humorous stories
that circulated among the prisoners of the ghettos and camps, many of which have
been preserved in the Ringelblum archives. It is noteworthy that in Britaing wige
Nazi threat was real and immineftie Great Dictatomwas received ecstatically
(Tramp and the Dictatgr Chaplin’s comic strategy in his film was deliberate and
shrewd. Hitler and Mussolini were two of the most terrifying men in recent history
It is a huge relief to see them portrayed as harmless buffoons and to be able to laugh
openly at them.

The conclusion of he Great Dictator-the speech noted above—is
completely out of character with what preceded it. Chaplin’s speech is devoid of
humor; it is a direct, ardent appeal to the citizens of the world to think about what is
happening around them, to embrace the values of decency and kindness, and to stop
Hitler's murderous program while there is still time. For this Chaplis eften
criticized. The speech was said to be inappropriate and cliché-ridden. In fact, the

scene immediately following the speech—in which, accompanied by inspahti
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music, Hannah is shown gazing heavenward while being urged to remain hopeful—

might fairly be characterized as maudlin. But the speech, itself, is elanent
powerful. At the time of the film’s release, the extent of the cataclysione evas
unimaginable. In light of this, perhaps Chaplin’s critics may be forgiven their
cynicism. But one would hope that in retrospect, even in this ironic, or post-ironic
age, we can recognize the speech for the insightful, bold, courageous stabainéent t
was.

Avisar points out that there are some who might criticize the film not for its
serious ending, but rather for the comedy that preceded the ending. Yeatweafter t
Holocaust, in his autobiography, Chaplin, himself, stated, “Had | known of the actual
horrors of the German concentration camps, | could not have made fun of the
homicidal insanity of the Nazis™ (gtd. in Avisar 148). Chaplin need not have
apologized. His film does not trivialize the Nazi menace; instead, it foonses
Hynkel/Hitler. As Avisar notes, “Chaplin’s comic strategy in dealinthhe figure
of Hitler is twofold: he parodies actual incidents and characteristics, eatiggdo
the point of a complete grotesque picture, and he also draws from the traditional stock
of comic gags to create a perfect buffoon” (146).

Avisar also emphasizes that Chaplin portrayed Hynkel as a satanic figure.
This, he reasons, placébe Great Dictatomwithin the carnival tradition. In late-
medieval carnival, he states, which occurred immediately before Lem-Sata
typically played by a person held in low esteem by the community—was allbwed
temporary triumph. In Germany, Satan enjoyed a temporary triumph, as wedar Avi
also points to the emphasis on food in the film, culminating in the above-mentioned

food fight, as a carnivalesque element.
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Insdorf notes that the film might be criticized for its lack of verisiuonile,

pointing especially to Chaplin’s implied suggestion througfta Great Dictator

that resistance was a realistic option for, and perhaps even the responsijbility of
Germany’s Jews and Hitler's numerous other victims. Chaplin does seem to have
been overly optimistic in regard to the possibility of successful resistdinig point
aside, criticism of the film’s lack of realism misses the point—the pdiat,i$, that
Terrence Des Pres made when he wrote that while mimesis is proper to high
seriousness, which basically respects what comes to pass, antiminappiojziate

to comedy, which ridicules what comes to pass. Clearly, it was Chaplierd tot
ridicule.

The Great Dictatomwas the daring attempt of a caring, compassionate man to
do what he could, in his own way, to save the world. Milos Forman has said, “You
can say that the Allies liberated Europe physically, but W& Great Dictatar
Chaplin liberated us spiritually™ (qtd. in Verma, 15). Even if Chaplin was not able t
save the world, he was able to build morale and to help give the world the strength to

save itself.

The next attempt at Holocaust humor on film was made two years later, in
1942, by Ernst Lubitsch. The film wd® Be or Not to Beand though it is similar to
The Great Dictatoin subject, and to some extent in purpose, the two films are
markedly differentn style and tone. Both filmmakers wished to satirize Hitler, but
Lubitsch casts an even wider net. Chaplin’s message is direct and unambiguous;
Lubitsch’s message is more complex, and his style far more subtle. The erdic G

Gemunden has stated that whereas Chaplin’s film was successful with audiences
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when it was released, “over time [its] reputation has withered” (80). $hesament

is debatable. He also states thiaeé Great Dictatodraws “a clear line between vice
and virtue and [was] therefore easier for critics to like” (79). It candneed that the

line between vice and virtue was never clearer than it was during the Nazi enatand t
Chaplin was not in error in highlighting Nazi vice.

Certainly, American audiences were more receptive to anti-Naa iilrh942—
after the invasion at Pearl Harbor—than they had been in 1940; the studios were less
timid about producing them, as well. Lubitsch was one of several émigré or driled f
directors active in Hollywood at this time. He had left Germany in 1922; numetaars ot
directors, producers, cinematographers, and actors were to follow. Hidexspecially
antagonistic to Lubitsch, allegedly because of “the ways in which he had flausited hi
Jewishness” in his early work (Gemunden 61). Lubitsch’s German citizenship wa
revoked in 1935. He was specifically targeted in the vicious 1940 propaganddéim
EternalJew.

Ironically, while Lubitsch was regarded as not German enough in Germany, he
was regarded as too German in the United States (Gemunden 60-61). He was asked to
hide his German background, but he declined to do so. Still, his films tended to be set in
what Gemunden calls “Lubitschland.” Lubitsch, Gemunden writes, “became an expert
[at] revisiting a time and place which for Americans connoted ‘The Old World’ bigihw
had little to do with his native Berlin” (62). Much of what Gemunden calls “exile
cinema” featured representations of Europe that, while not realistic, fwsyach with
the contemporary American imagination.” Gemunden refers to this as aystateg
“staged authenticity.” He concludes that one aimi@Be or Not to Bavas to illuminate

the ways in which Hollywood shapes, or reinforces, our conception of reality.
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To Be or Not to Beas Gemunden recognizes, hinges on “the problematic of the

performance of reality and its many related notions—mimicry and masktgetatural
camouflage, mistaken identity, impersonation, travesty, cross-dressinghaioddeag”

(62). The film opens with an impersonation—and a joke. Hitler appears to be present on
the streets of Warsaw. He is peering into the window of a delicatessen, agdta na
exclaims, “That’'s impossible—he’s a vegetarian! And yet—he doesn’yalsiak to

his diet. Sometimes he swallows up whole countries. Does he want to eat up Poland,
too?”

The action shifts to what appear to be Gestapo headquarters. Hitleraddrs,
is greeted by a chorus of “Heil Hitler” salutes. “Heil myself,” hgpands. At this point
Dobosh, the director, interrupts, and we realize we are witnessing the rebeargkay.

As Gemunden comments, “the first five minutes of the film thus efficienthpbsh the
tension between illusion and reality that will be explored in an ever more dazziing a
complex structure throughout the film” (64). Viewers will continuously face the
challenge of distinguishing what is really happening from what is beiggdta

Gemunden comments, “In a film titled after the most famous line from
Shakespeare’s most famous play it is not surprising to see the playwbigltTsthat the
whole world is a stage put to the test. The film introduces us to a world wherakibe st
to perform one’s part ‘right’ have never been higher.” In this world, one’s suatess
playing one’s part determines whether one can expect to be or not to be (64-65).

Jack Benny plays Joseph Tura, the lead actor in the troupe. Still, he is always
unmistakably in character as Jack Benny—posing, preening, barely matwagewp his
vanity under control. As Tura he plays, at one time or another, no fewer than five

characters: Hamlet, a Gestapo officer, Colonel Ehrhardt, Siletsky, and affizz.
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The last three of these roles were assumed in the service of politics; nbara's aim

was to deceive the Nazis. Lubitsch shows how deception, through impersonation, can be
an effective strategy of resistance (Gemunden 65).

Lubitsch understood other ways in which performance influences politics, las wel
and he wished to illuminate them in his film. Within the Nazi regime, militarggtes,
torchlight marches, and political rallies made power starkly visible amdidating.

Joseph Goebbels, through his Ministry of Propaganda and Enlightenment, glamorized
Hitler and his program. The Nuremberg rallies were impressive, bubduayne awe-
inspiring when filmed by Leni Riefenstahl under Goebbels’s patronage. In tree ope
scene info Be or Noto Be Lubitsch parodies the famous image frériumph of the

Will showing Hitler from the back with his worshipful audience before him (Gemunden
66).

Gemunden offers a fascinating, terrifying example of performance muflug
politics: the Gleiwitz incident of 1939, which the Nazis used to justify their ionaxf
Poland. On August 31 of that year, members of the S.S., impersonating Poles, staged an
invasion of the small Silesian town of Gleiwitz. They captured the town’s radiorst
and broadcast an inflammatory anti-German speech in Polish. To make their deception
more convincing, they dressed a number of inmates from the nearby Sachsenhausen
concentration camp in Polish uniforms, murdered them, and left them behind as
“casualties.” Gemunden speculates that Lubitsch had heard about this ifrcident
Polish producer and journalist Richard Ordynski. Lubitsch had consulted with Ordynski
prior to filming To Be or Not to Bén regard to theater life in Warsaw during the
occupation. Gemunden comments that the film can be viewed as an ironic response to the

incident (67-68).
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Another critic, Hassan Melechy, reminds us that Hamlet uses a play th tbatc

conscience of a king"—in other words, “to unmask repressive forces through their
doubling or simulation on the stage” (21). Tla Be or Not to Bd,ubitsch unmasks the
Nazis through parodic simulation. Melechy further comments, “By presgthiese
officers and operatives as players in the great second-rate and bomédstimance of
the twentieth century, Lubitsch raises the question of whether Nazisraadyh self-
parody” (21). Melechy refers to a speech Himmler addressed to his S.S. oatrade
Treblinka and notes that in spite of its monstrosity—or perhaps because of it—it provokes
laughter (21). The humor that provokes this laughter falls well within the adzime
grotesque, in which there is a delicate balance between comedy and horratesithat
Lubitsch, throughouto Be or Not to Beskillfully captures the intersection of these two
elements.

We might revisit the scene referred to above in which the actor Bronski responds
to a fervent chorus of “Heil Hitler” salutes by deadpanning “Heil myskekre Lubitsch
is unmasking, through parody, an egomaniacal dictator and the robotic resporeses he ¢
effortlessly elicit from his followers. The humor here is dark, though not gretesThe
horror that the dictator has unleashed is not referred to.

On another level, Lubitsch is parodying an insecure actor who cravesiador
and is not beneath granting himself a winning punchline in order to get it. LouisnKapla
recognizes a strain of Jewish humor—what he calls “Jewish self-ironye{881). The
actor is fully aware that he lacks the charisma of a Hitler. Thg isocompounded by the
fact that the line is spoken by an actor playing a deadly enemy of the Jews.

It is noteworthy that neither Jewishness nor any other ethnicity isleeetly

referred to inTo Be or Not to Be One character, however—an actor in the troupe—is
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named Greenberg; because of his name, we infer that he is Jewish. He tells jihleenex

in the film. Addressing another actor, he states, “What you are | wouldri'tldatis
referring to “ham,” of course, and in so doing giving us another clue to his gthnici
Those familiar with Jewish humor would recognize this as the punchline to & classi
Jewish joke; at least one variation of it has been attributed to Israel illarigwas often
used to deflate anti-Semitic remarks. Kaplan states that there is, thusx subt
Greenberg’s joke and that it needs to be understood within the context of German ant
Semitism and Polish collaboration (351).

Lubitsch’s omission of the word “Jew” is most obvious on the three occasions
when Greenberg recites Shylock’s iconic Rialto speech TroenMerchant of Venice
The speech takes on a different meaning each time he recites it. Befoieiega
Greenberg’s version of the speech, we might read the speech as Shakesyeare w

| am a Jew. Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew

hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections, passions;

fed with the same food, hurt with the same weapons,

subject to the same diseases, healed by the same means,

warmed and cooled by the same winter and summer, as

a Christian is? If you prick us, do we not bleed? If you

tickle us, do we not laugh? If you poison us, do we not

die? And if you wrong us, shall we not revenge? (3.1)
In To Be or Not to Behe opening words, “| am a Jew,” are omitted; “I” or “we” is
substituted for “Jew”; and the comparison “as a Christian is” is excluded. Gemunden

points out that these omissions actually may work to highlight a censorirfgeadrie

who cannot be named” (73).
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The first time Greenberg recites the edited speech, he is backsttagronski

while the troupe is performingamlet Both men are in costume, waiting for their cues.
After reciting the speech, Greenberg laments that all he ever getsstoatoyia spear.
The speech is devoid of political meaning at this point. Later, after the auteEnseen
posters indicating that Warsaw has fallen to the Nazis and that warn “€rbate
“Death Penalty,” Greenberg recites selected lines from the sp8égtock’s rage over
discrimination and injustice are especially meaningful against this backlvben
Greenberg finishes speaking, the camera pans back to reveal that he and Bzonski ar
leaning on snow shovels—significant because shoveling snow was a form of forced labor
for Polish Jews (Gemunden 72).
Greenberg’s final recitation of the Rialto speech occurs toward the emel filfri.

The members of the troupe, who have become involved in the Polish resistance, need to
escape Warsaw. Tura’s cover has been blown. Dobosh, the producer, calls upon
Greenberg to take a risk. The scene shifts to the foyer of the Polski Thiddter is
seated in the audience. As a diversionary tactic, Greenberg allowsfhorsekeized by
the S.S. Meanwhile, Tura, in Nazi dress, and Bronski, dressed as Hitler, arrive
surrounded by other costumed members of the troupe. We hear the following dialogue:

Tura: How did you get here?

Greenberg: | was born here.

Tura: What made you decide to die here?

Greenberg (pointing to Bronski as Hitler): Him.

Tura: What do you want from the Fuhrer?

Greenberg: What does he want frog2 What does h&ant

from Poland? Why...? Why? Why? Aren’t we human?
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Have we not eyes? Have we not hands, organs, senses,

dimensions, affections, passions? Fed with the same food?

Hurt with the same weapons? Subject to the same diseases?

Healed by the same means? Cooled and warmed by the same

winter and summer? If you prick us, do we not bleed? If

you tickle us, do we not laugh? If you poison us, do we not die?

If you wrong us, shall we notveng® (gtd. in Rosenberg 230-31)
Greenberg then lunges at Bronski disguised as Hitler, but he is restraiaebhy.
guard. Tura calls on two of the actors dressed as lieutenants to take Gyé¢eie
headquarters. Greenberg, pretending to struggle, is led off. He has finallgllosed
to perform the starring role he has craved, and more important, he has beed @lowe
articulate his, and presumably Lubitsch’s, rage. It also might be said thas he
successfully played a joke on his mortal enemies.

At least two of the more obvious jokesTin Be or Not to Battracted attention
and incited debate for violating contemporary standards of good taste. In ois&ySile
attempts to ingratiate himself with Tura, who is disguised as Colonel Ehrhardt, b
informing him that in London, he is known as “Concentration Camp Ehrhardt.” As
Nicholas Jones comments, this constitutes “a blatant trivialization of Naaiity—
genocide presented as small talk” (275). Tura replies, “Yes. .. .We do the conugntrati
and the Poles do the camping.” Lubitsch deflected criticism of such dialogue ky notin
that he did not portray the Nazis as typically evil because “they passethtjeatog
ago. Brutality, flogging and torturing have become their daily routine. Bhlewabout it
with the same ease as a salesman referring to the sale of a handbagurhbeis built

around concentration camps, around the sufferings of their victims” (gtd. in Jones 275).
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The second example of this kind of humor became arguably the most famous line

in the film. Seeking praise, Tura, disguised as Siletsky, repeatedly atksdih
“You've heard of that greagjreatPolish actor, Joseph Tura?” Ehrhardt replies, “What he
did to Shakespeare, we are doing now to Poland.” This exchange was attacked for what
was perceived as its tastelessness and its insensitivity to therguiERoland. As one
critic put it, “what the Nazis did to Poland, wartime critics did to Lubitsgtd. in
Gemunden 76). Once again, Lubitsch refused to back down, writing in an open letter to
thePhiladelphia Enquirer “Never have | said in a picture anything derogative about
Poland or the Poles. On the contrary, | have portrayed them as a gallant people who do
not cry on other people’s shoulders in their misery, but even in the darkest day never lost
courage and ingenuity or their sense of humor. It can be argued if the toddadsnd
realistically portrayed as ifio Be or Not to Bean be merged with satire. | believe it can
be” (gtd. in Insdorf 67).

Stephen Tifft, examining reactionsTo Be or Not to Bejotes that the film
“induce[s] disturbingly mixed responses in the spectator” (4). Many of those eilvedi
it, he speculates, may have initially enjoyed it but subsequently felt guitythat
enjoyment. He writes, “During historical cataclysm one is normally swet a
compellingly unified moral and political logic; any rhetorical forceatde of disturbing
such immersion alarmingly must itself be unusually coercive” (4). ld¢s go to argue
that rhetorical coercion is central to humor, and cites Freud, who, as noted in Chapter 1 of
this dissertation, wrote that jokes—especially tendentious jokes—enlisstireeli
against the object of the joke. The listener’s laughter makes him an accoimptiee
teller. If the listener, at some level, understands this, he may react withyhos

The film ends with a joke that was met with some criticism but not as much as the
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two cited above; the joke is aimed pointedly at the Nazis and their blind obedience to

Hitler and the Party. The troupe is on a German plane, fleeing Warsaw. Bronski,
disguised as Hitler, orders two German soldiers to jump. They shout “Heif’ lditid—
without parachutes—proceed to jump.

Lubitsch, himself, considers the appropriateness of comedy for illuminhéng t
most serious of subjects in the scene noted above, in which, during a rehearsal of
GestapoBronski exclaims, “Heil myself!” Bronski justifies his adlib by statithat it
will get a laugh. “l don’t want a laugh,” Dobosh replies. “This is a serious glay
realistic drama.” As Melechy notes, “Lubitsch self-reflexivelgeai questions of
whether comedy can convey seriousness and of the appropriateness of mixing the two;
deliberately cues the expectation that the two genres be kept separdt ito or
broadside it. . . . Within the film comedy ensues because the seriousness ofyaaiarit
thereby authority itself, cannot be maintained” (30).

Melechy refers to a scene in which Maria Tura, played by Carole Londrgrees
that the glamorous, fur-trimmed dress she has chosen to wear in a comreoc#aip
torture scene will underscore the horror being presented. It is obvious that she is
interested in underscoring her own beauty. This time it is Greenberg who intervenes
suggesting that the incongruity will get a “terrific laugh.” As Maleexplains, “this
incongruity will get a laugh because it suddenly erupts to disturb the seriooétigss
ostensibly true image. As the character who most intensely faces thecpaidfis own
existence and identity being wiped out by the imposition of the Nazi simulacrum as
representative of reality—whose existence and identity are accorded ninglzaie
representation—Greenberg sees incongruity as an effective subversiennpdsition,

since it becomes comic in an extreme situation” (31).
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Joel Rosenberg points out that Greenberg defends what the film defends:

laughter. Lubitsch recognized that laughter is a serious matter—a powerhd ofea
resistance. There are element3 ofBe or Not to Béhat invite challenge. At times the
twists and turns of the plot and the different roles assumed by the actors become
distractions, obscuring rather than clarifying Lubitsch’s point. The dedisiomit any
direct references to Jews or Jewishness is also open to question. It seersthatike
Lubitsch wished to deflect attention away from himself as a Jew. Did heawsake

his film more universal? If so, he shrank from an opportunity to make a bold statiement
defense of a particular people. It is probably fair to assume that higaaro produce

art, not propaganda. It is not necessarily art’s responsibility to seniegolit
Neverthelessn To Be or Not to Behrough parody, Lubitsch exposed the absurdity and
hollow theatricality of Nazism; he suggested that ultimately, trssirality would cause it

to self-destruct. Meanwhile, he did what he could to help the process along.

The next film to be addressed hérbe Producerswas released much later—in
1968. The horrific events of the Holocaust had been exposed, but they had not assumed
the place in the public consciousness that they would a decade later. ithustaasZero
Mostel, came out of the Yiddish theater tradition, its writer and directdrBheks,
came out of the Jewish humor tradition. Brooks’s rage at the cruelty and mjoistie
Holocaust was clearly intense. But rather than respond with lamentatiospbaeded
with humor—parody and satire that stretched its audience’s tolerancedohéseof taste
to the breaking point and beyond. As Brooks, himself, has said, “If | get up on the
soapbox and wax eloquently, it'll be blown away in the wind. But if | do “Springtime for

Hitler,” it'll never be forgotten™ (qtd. in Lipman 240).
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Freud might characterizehe Producerss one long tendentious joke. Still,

whereas tendentious jokes are disguised expressions of aggressive impulses, the
aggression iThe Producerss barely disguised. It is embedded in humor, though—
which manages to be simultaneously dark, and silly in the extreme. The premise

is a simple one. A washed-up Broadway producer—Max Bialystock, played by Zero
Mostel—is struggling to stay in business. His hapless accountant—Leo Bloond playe
by Gene Wilder—notes that a flop could conceivably make more money for its producer
than a hit. The idea would be to raise excess money from the play’s backers and then to
produce a play so awful that it would close after the first night. The backers Wwenld t

not expect to be paid back. Bloom is just thinking out loud, but Bialystock seizes on the
plan and puts it into action, bringing Bloom in with him. It has been suggested that
through the relationship between Bialystock and Bloom, Brooks treats the dewssb
theme of transmission. Bialystock becomes a mentor for Bloom, initiating him into a
more sophisticated, though less commendable, way of life (Sampson102).

Bialystock is a trickster in the classic mold, while Bloom is the inept, lsskle
schlemiel. The two characters have been said to embody “flagrantly amtieSe
stereotypes” (Gubar 29). Susan Gubar writes, “With his comb-over, hefty cyore
flabby lips, and big cigar, Bialystock bribes and defrauds authors, directomgatr
reviewers, and the IRS.” She refers to him as a “contemporary Shylock,” amitsise
of him and Bloom: “the lecherous and mercenary thieves could be said to step straight
out of anti-Semitic iconography” (29). Gubar’s descriptions of Bialystdog&y and
actions are accurate, but it is important to note that he was not created tm conifir
Semitic stereotypes. Brooks is no self-hating Jew. His humor, like the hunwmmairg/

Jewish comic writers before him, is relentlessly self-mocking. Ye¢tisesomething
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triumphant about the character Bialystock. At least temporarily, heedabkt the

better of everyone around him—the innocent and the not-so-innocent.

Bialystock may be placed within the carnival tradition. He is a person of huge,
exaggerated appetites, bordering on the grotesque. He is a common maly-aclea
representative of low culture who is happy to rebel against high culture. Theelainght
The Producerglike carnival laughter, is rich in irreverence and parody. The Jews of the
Holocaust had been victimized in the most brutal of ways. In creating Maystoick,
Brooks is suggesting that the post-Holocaust Jew will not be so easy to zactithiat he
may even do some of the victimizing, himself.

The two producers, after considerable research, come upon a script that appear
headed for certain failureSpringtime for Hitler A Gay Romp with Adolph and Eva at
Berchtesgaderirhey track down the playwright, Franz Liebkind—a deranged former
Nazi and present pigeon enthusiast. The title of his script and his passion forebirds ar
satiric references to the back-to-nature aspect of the Nazi pr¢§amson 104).

Liebkind speaks with a heavy German accent and sports a helmet at allBroeks

turns someone who should be a symbol of unmitigated evil into a clown. Oddly enough,
next to Bialystock, he seems like an innocent; at least we can be certavhdbhae says

is what he truly believes, even when he delivers the inevitable line, “I was$otinlving
orders.” Brooks mocks the blind worship of the Fuhrer by having Liebkind note that
Hitler was a terrific dancer who dressed better, had more hair, and told furkeigithan
Churchill,

The next character we meet is the man destined to &ipeictgtime for Hitler—
Roger De Bris. Brooks’s caricature of the gay male artist is paiingraend offensive;

thankfully, it would not be possible to present such a character today without ebciting
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roar of outrage. De Bris ends up starring in the musical number that is thecgipewyst

of bothThe Producerand its play-within-a-movie. In the number, he plays an effeminate
Nazi song-and-dance man. Brooks is most likely parodying the Nazi myth ay viril
here; this may in some way explain his decision to employ a gay stereotype.
The number, also entitlegpringtime for Hitler is breathtaking in its audacity.

Steve Lipman has noted that Brooks was obsessed with the spectacle of I949)snhé
parodies it mercilessly here. The piece opens with actors in German folk esstum
singing:

Germany was having trouble, what a sad, sad story

Needed a new leader to restore its former glory

Where, Oh where was he? Where could that man be?

We looked around and then we found

The man for you and me.

And now it’s . . .
The set changes, emulating the space in which Hitler gave his Nurermpbeoiss.
Against this backdrop, boy and girl dancers dressed in abbreviated black patent leathe
Nazi uniforms perform. There are showgirls in Valkyrie horns and other oatrage
headpieces; their costumes are decorated with beer steins, pretzels, anchotpbrseof
Nazi kitsch. De Bris leads the chorus in the following:

... Springtime for Hitler and Germany

Deutschland is happy and gay.

We’re marching to a faster pace

Look out here comes the master race.

Springtime for Hitler and Germany
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Winter for Poland and France

Springtime for Hitler and Germany

Come on, Germans, go into your dance.
They do, to music with lyrics such as:

Don’t be stupid, be a smarty

Come and join the Nazi Party.
The routine continues:

Springtime for Hitler and Germany

Goosestep’s the new step today.

Bombs falling from the skies again

Deutschland is on the rise again.

Springtime for Hitler and Germany

U-boats are sailing once more.

Springtime for Hitler and Germany

Means that soon we’ll be going

We've got to be going

You know we’ll be going to war!
For the grand finale, a camera placed above the stage floor captures the Naawsng
rotating-swastika formation as a portrait of Hitler unfurls. Gubar wititatsthis “links
Nazi martial executions and the camera work of Leni Riefenstahl’s profilas with
outdated Hollywood choreography, as racial camp mocks the shoddy theatricality of
fascism” (30).

Most obviously, this represents a massive breach of decorum. We observe

decorum, or standards of taste, to ensure that a serious subject is not giwaénang
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the most serious subject of Nazism being treated in a most irreverent way tisaf

balance. Our initial responses might be disbelief and shock, followed by ouBaige.
once our minds process the idea that this is parody—gross, gleeful, and perfectly
realized—and that the objects of the parody are the perpetrators, not theis voctr
response changes to laughter; the scene is, after all, hilariousedyiim bad taste to
ridicule a hateful, murderous program? Like viewer§teé GreaDictator, we exhale
with relief and laugh with gratitude for the opportunity to see a terrifyingement
brought down to size and treated with contempt.

In The Producersthe audience &pringtime for Hitleis opening follows the
pattern of responses described above. They at first react to the musical nuimber wi
shock and outrage. The idea that what they are witnessing is parody hits thehewit
appearance of Lorenzo St. DuBois (L.S.D.) in the role of the Fuhrer. L.S.D., both onstage
and off, is a stereotypical drug-addled hippie. Through this character Brooksdtnds y
another target for satire: the sixties counterculture. The actressgpiaya Braun plucks
petals from a flower, reciting, “Er liebt mir, er liebt mir nicht.” L.S.D.agsreoccupied
Hitler, responds, “lieb you, baby. Nowieb me alone.” This is the point at which the
audience exhales and laughs and the producers’ scheme is foiled.

The satire withinThe Producerss multilayered. Brooks satirizes the connection
between art and money as well as the connection between money and fraudulence. He
satirizes both questionable Jewish business ethics and the atmosphere thateshoourag
even requires them. He pokes fun at the liberal counterculture but reminds his audience
that it is vastly preferable in its innocence to the fascist culture of thestdrte mocks
the unpredictability, malleability, and not infrequent failure of public tastesadtidgzes

Hollywood musical conventions at the same time as he shows how they can be used to
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trivialize and ridicule evil. Most important, he portrays the Nazis as both dnolls

menaces and their program as both a joke and a nightmare.

The Producerss an unlikely subject for scholarly consideration; in fact, it has
received very little. Yet it illustrates all three of the traditiohaltries of humor
discussed in Chapter One of this dissertation. As the Superiority Theory suggest
laugh when we feel superior to someone else. We may find that we feel stgerior
everyone in this film, since everyone is ridiculed for one thing or anofiter.Producers
is a textbook illustration of the Incongruity Theory; the film’s humor affises the
gross incongruity between a historical tragedy and its comedic re@gsemnstage.

And the Relief Theory is illustrated by our laughter when we witness someitmnety-
provoking reduced to something farcical.

It illustrates traditional characteristics of Jewish humor, as wedibdunds in
self-mockery. It mocks, as well, militarism and the blind obedience thandysentail.
Hilarious as the film may be, it is also informed by a passionate concesodiat justice.
Brooks, well aware of the persecution that the Jewish people have endured, hdsacreate
work full of vitality and rebellion—two characteristics found in the best humor offever

ethnic tradition.

Lina Wertmuller's 1976&even Beautigsaditionally has been categorized as a
Holocaust comedy. Yet it is nothing like the films discussed above. There is none of
Chaplin’s righteous idealism, Lubitsch’s sly subtlety, or Brooks’s outrageelsllious
hilarity. This is an ugly flm—perhaps ideally suited to its ugly subject. Anydnumit
is so dark that it is hard to find. It falls within the category of the grotesdiiheugh it

comes close to tipping the balance between comedy and horror and pointing us toward
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horror and the abyss.

The humor ifSeven Beautidsas been categorized as carnivalesque, as well. In
some respects it is, but in others, it diverges. Pasqualino surely comes fromldhef wor
low culture. Yet whereas Bakhtin’s low-culture folk are rebellious, Pasqualino
recognizes nothing against which he wishes to rebel. The title of a sord play
intervals during the film translates roughly as “To Get By.” It is s@sggnedly at the
beginning of the film, and somewhat hysterically at the end—after vschneere seen
what getting by entailed. Pasqualino’s goal is no more than to get by—to survive.
Further, although Bakhtin spoke of carnival allowing hope to replace fear, there rgnothi
in Seven Beautid® suggest hope for a better future.

Wertmuller is rebellious in that she is relentlessly contemptuous of tletystiat
allowed Pasqualino and men like him to flourish. The first institution within twaé¢ty
that she focuses on is fascist nationalism. The film opens with a frozen imagkeof Hit
and Mussolini talking and laughing while shaking hands. They suggest a pair of
buffoons, until they are eclipsed by shots of planes crashing, bombs falling, sgucture
collapsing, and mutilated bodies piling up. What Wertmuller is decrying héreis
murderous irresponsibility of those who play at war” (Deleas 154). She seiss fas
nationalism as an outgrowth of a patriarchic society that encouraged appro@rat
domination. In Pasqualino, she created a character manipulated and controlled by
patriarchy and, more specifically, the code of machismo (Deleas 154).

He is a character preoccupied with commanding respect. Yet brutality and
cunning are the qualities that command respect in the society in which he lives. He
comments at one point that he admires Mussolini for giving Italians respebis way,

Wertmuller connects the personal to the political. In Pasqualino’s world, lvarglly
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and ethically counts for nothing. Audacity is mistaken for greatness, no matter wha

cause audacity serves. Pasqualino is committed to the idea of honor, yet he kasofo id
what constitutes honorable behavior. He is quite willing to commit murder in the name of
honor. This is a world in which expediency always trumps truth, feelings ofaailt

remorse are unknown, and confession is for fools. It is a world of inverted valties, jus
the Holocaust world was.

The first moral dilemma Pasqualino faces occurs shortly after the opening
described above, in which Hitler and Mussolini laugh against a background of carnage.
We see Pasqualino and his friend Francesco hiding in the woods; we don’t know how
they got there. They witness a number of people being marched to the edge of a pit and
shot by German soldiers. They are assumed to have been Jews. Francescdedanguis
over his and Pasqualino’s failure to interrupt the execution; he feels thatldmaedias
rendered them accomplices. Pasqualino takes a pragmatic approach, statiing that
intervene would have been suicidal and, furthermore, would have accomplished nothing.
Francesco remains terribly distressed, stating, “After a wtole hyust say no!”

Bruno Bettelheim, himself a Holocaust survivor, wrote a piece entitled
“Surviving” for The Newyorkerin 1976. It was a response to b&#ven Beautiesnd
The Survivora book by Terrence Des Pres. The piece gained considerable notoriety and
provoked an impassioned debate. His thesis is that both works “interpret survivorship
falsely” in that they imply that physical survival alone—what he $efancompletely
empty survivorship™—is a sufficient goal (31).

One might predict his reaction to Pasqualino’s pragmatism, noted above. Yet as

Primo Levi has stated, “survival without renunciation of any part of one’s nandtl—

apart from powerful and direct interventions by fortune—was conceded only téevery
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superior individuals, made of the stuff of martyrs and saints™ (Preface, gtd. in
Pfefferkorn 15). We are made uneasy by the thought of questioning any survivort Stil
seems likely that Bettelheim sets a standard that while admirableseoid, lis unrealistic
for most of us.

He compareSeven Beautiasnfavorably to the playhe Deputyby Rolf
Hochhuth. Audiences of the latter, Bettelheim claims, “left the theatervath t
conviction that the only moral position possible was that of the hero: to take adith st
against evil, even if it means risking one’s life, although, out of anxiety, most people
including oneself, may not act in accordance with such a demanding moral obligation”
(32). He states th&even Beautieby contrast, implies that “to oppose Fascism, while
virtuous, would have been pointless, because it would have been completely ineffective”
and that the film “justifies evil by implanting a smug conviction that nothingdcoaVe
made any difference” (33).

Seven Beautieike so many other works that seek to represent the Holocaust
experience, does not proceed chronologically. The past and the present aredpoesente
of order, disrupting our ability to follow events and make sense of them. This disorde
and confusion reflect life under Nazi rule. Eventually, Pasqualino and Frararesc
interned in a concentration camp. The set is highly stylized, yet atriieetsae it
evokes the hellish atmosphere of such places with particular eloquence. Pasqualino
quickly calculates that his best chance of survival lies in seducing the wéodiyent,
sadistic female commandant of the camp.

The inclusion of sexual elements in Holocaust art can be problematic. My ha
been used in ways that exploit or cheapen the event. Yet Alvin H. Rosenfeld

acknowledges “the erotic underside of totalitarian terror,” commentingttigae is no
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denying that the promise of absolute lordship and absolute submission projected by the

political program of the Third Reich speaks to sexual yearnings of a powaedyit
would seem, pervasive kind” (166).

Rosenfeld recognizes Wertmuller's concern with the connections betweemdsex a
politics. Yet he objects to the manner in which she expresses her conSexeim
Beauties These connections normally are regulated by social, religious, cultural, and
legal constraints. Under Nazi rule, however, these constraints broke down. $hisava
in the camps, particularly, where the inmates had neither political freedosexual
protection. Those in power could use terror and the threat of death to sexuallyhabuse
inmates at will. Rosenfeld objects to Wertmuller's use of the camp expeasra
metaphor for the pervasive political and sexual exploitation of men and women that she
sees in the world in general (166-67).

There are, in fact, two scenes in the film that present sexual abuse quite
literally—not metaphorically, at all. In the first Pasqualino, withifeg of entitlement
absorbed from the fascist, patriarchal society in which he exists, rapesrd pa#
mental hospital while she is tied to her bed. In the second, his scheme to reverse the
balance of power between him and the commandant having failed, he is effectively rape
by her; he must perform sexually if she is to allow him to remain alive.

It should come as no surprise that Bettelheim, a psychoanalyst, suggestsléha
Wertmuller may consciously reject fascism, machismo, and terror, “ucioost/ she is
fascinated by their power, brutality, amorality—their rape of man” (32XteBieim
theorizes that Wertmuller consciously “wishes to believe in the goodnesspf ma
symbolized in the anarchist Pedro, the unpolitical Francesco, and the Sodialistwe

encounter on his way to spend twenty-eight years in prison for believing in the freedom
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and dignity of man, but unconsciously she ridicules all three for their inefficienc

Goodness is weak, and fails; only evil triumphs” (32).

Judgments about Wertmuller's unconscious feelings can be no more than
speculation. She may or may not be fascinated by man’s basest instinati@rs] hut
there is no evidence Beven Beautighat she in any way excuses or endorses them.
Bettelheim’s feeling that she ridicules goodness is entirely silge@oodness in the
film fails because, as Rosenfeld noted, societal constraints broke down undari&lazi
there was nothing to promote and protect goodness.

Bettelheim takes strong exception to what he perceives to be Wertmuller's
depiction of the prisoners as passive victims. He is also greatly disturbed tlyevha
understands as her message that heroic resistance is pointless besaaoseried to fail
without benefiting anybody. He emphasizes that in fact, the prisoners atesltiad to
be proactive in ensuring their own survival. He gets to the heart of his arguhemhe
asserts thabeven Beautiesffers “the completely erroneous implication that to survive in
the camps one had to act as if one were vermin, as Pasqualino does . . . [whereas] in fact
the exact opposite was true: while moral convictions and acting upon them did not
guarantee survival—nothing did and most prisoners perished—these things were
nevertheless important ingredients of survival” (32-33). Recalling his gparience in
the camps, he states that despite pervasive starvation and exhaustion, theliethai®s t
best they could to behave morally. This involved, for instance, sharing meages cdt
food or helping weaker inmates with the hardest labor. He states, further, thdikiéhnose
Pasqualino, who tried to align themselves with their captors and therétgrfur
endangered their fellow inmates, were less likely to survive (38).

In fact, meaningful active resistance was essentially impossibiie camps. The
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captives’ resources were vastly outmatched by those of their captors.iddres can

hardly be blamed for their own helplessness, and there is nothBayéan Beautids
suggest that Wertmuller does blame or disparage them. Sadly, it is a &listaticthat,
overwhelmingly, heroic resistance was fruitless. Wertmuller doesiggest, however,
that it is stupid to resist. The deaths of Pedro and Francesco benefit no one, yet
Wertmuller’'s portrayal of the two men is unmistakably sympathetic. Thegement,
principled men brought to the breaking point by unendurable circumstances. Ieis thos
circumstances Wertmuller is condemning—not the two men.

Ultimately, Seven Beautiesonfronts the issue at the heart of so much Holocaust
literature: What would you do to save yourself? The commandant forces Pasqualino i
the kind of situation Primo Levi so memorably describes in “The Gray Zoneysdisd
in Chapter 3 of this dissertation. She makes him an accomplice to Nazi terrdeliggr
him to choose six men at random for execution. If he obeys her order, he and the rest of
the men in his barrack will get an additional food ration; if he disobeys, he and the rest
will be executed. This is a perfect example of what Lawrence Langeahad “the
choiceless choice.”

Pedro takes his fate into his own hands, jumping into the camp latrine, where he
either drowns in excrement or dies from the bullets fired at him by the Nagisguar
Bettelheim criticizes Wertmuller for creating such an undignifiedrdfs Pedro. This is
a meaningless criticism given the already sickening situation he éagrbpped in up to
the moment of his death. Francesco cries out in rebellion. The guards bring him to his
knees and order Pasqualino to shoot him. He hesitates, but he finally fires into
Francesco’s downturned head. Bettelheim suggests that Pasqualino haslachieve

victory by surviving. Actually, Wertmuller makes it clear that he has begttesed.
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We might consider the question of whether Pedro’s and Francesco’s actions

rendered them heroes. Eli Pfefferkorn makes the point that within the campsythe ve
concepts of life and death took on new meanings. In the death-promoting environment of
the camps, he writes, “dying, whether through suicide or defiance, was no way of
achieving martyrdom or heroism. For the sanctification of death by martyrddsn or i
glorification by heroism was tantamount to submission to the oppressor. In the death
camps, death was never a triumph” (18-19). His point is not to demean Pedro and
Francesco; it is to emphasize that there was no place for the heroic itheatamps.

When Pasqualino returns to Naples after Liberation, he finds that all the women in
his life have survived through prostitution. In fact, prostitution has been a motif running
through the film; many, most obviously Pasqualino, have prostituted themselves in order
to stay alive. His mother urges him to forget what has transpired. “What’s done is done,”
she comments. There is no point, in other words, in reflecting, understanding, or feeling
remorse. Her words of advice are arguably among the most terrifying syokisn in
the film.

As noted aboveSeven Beautids regarded as a comedy, though given its
unrelieved grimness, it is hard to say why. Vincent Canby pronounced the astonishing
judgment that the film is “uproariously funny” (1). Bettelheim sees darkesgpae
comedy in the film and worries that it neutralizes the horror being presergadites
that “the film’s irony, its farcical scenes, its contradictions preventams faking
seriously the concentration-camp world it so gruesomely presents” (34)gNiud
flashback technique used $even Beautiefie writes, as well, “We experience horror,
then something grotesquely comic or funny, then scenes of brutality, thexalfatamor

again. With this technique, the horror becomes background for the comic scene, and the
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comic scene wipes out not the fact of the horror but its emotional impact, witsstlie

that the horror adds, by contrast, to the effectiveness of the comic experience” (48)

All this presupposes that there are scen&ewen Beautigbhat are truly comic.
One scene often cited as comic is the one in which Pasqualino, having bungled the
assassination of a Mafia boss, decides to cut up the body, pack up the parts, and send
them to three separate destinations in Italy. There is, to be sure, an elebiack of
humor in this. We are free to laugh because the victim was a villain. When the pkes ar
on Pasqualino while he is a prisoner in the death camp, however, laughter becomes
problematic. There is an enormous incongruity between the reality of darapd
Pasqualino’s belief that he might charm himself out of danger. Still, morall
compromised though he may be, in the camp this villain is unquestionably a victim.
Bettelheim needn’t have worried that the film neutralizes the horror of cénpdiror is
overwhelmingly the feeling we are left with.

Annette Insdorf has stated that “Wertmuller's use of laughter is tantarmount
assault. The target? Our own complacency” (74). Viev@egen Beautids, indeed,
like being assaulted. This assault can motivate either a desire to turoeavdgsire to
understand. For those who wish to underst8esen Beautiesan be a powerful

instrument through which to view an ugly time.

“This is a simple story . . . but not an easy one to tell. Like a fable, thereas/sorr
... and, like a fable, it is full of wonder and happiness.” These words, both written on the
screen and spoken by an anonymous narrator, intradigcks Beautiful Roberto
Benigni’s highly controversial 1997 film. The film raises many questions. Balksg it

a fable justify its misrepresentation of history? Does it warrant cantreditment of the
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direst of situations? Can the film really be considered a fable when the nanator

introduced it, now revealed to be the grown-up Giosue, closes it with the words, “This is
my story, this is the sacrifice my father made for me”? These words stgdes

audience that the film has been, after all, a survivor's memoir (Lichtner 23a%0 |

raises the question of whether a film that, perhaps, speaks more to the erhatidios t

the intellect is necessarily less worthy.

Imre Kertesz had himself been a child inmate of Auschwitz and Buchenwald; he
drew on that experience to produce the néaé€less In Fatelesghe narrator expresses
his disdain for clichés. The book contains not a trace of sentimentality. One might
expect Kertesz to be disparagingd.d@e Is Beautiful but in fact, he is sympathetic to
Benigni and his film. In his essay “Who Owns Auschwitz?” he notes that thalcentr
concept of the film is tragic rather than comic. He comments that although the
information packet accompanying his videocassette assured him that theepsdthct
striven for authenticity, “fortunately, in this they did not succeed.” He eltdmra
“Authenticity lies, admittedly, in details, but not necessarily in matdetils. . . . But
the point here lies in something totally different: the spirit, the soufefs Beautifuis
authentic, and it moves us with the power of the oldest kind of magic, the magic of fairy
tales” (271).

Kertesz calls attention to the central conceit the flm—the concentraiop c
experience as a game. He asks, “Does not this device of the ‘game’ correspond i
essential way to the lived reality of Auschwitz? One could smell thehstérmirning
human flesh, but still did not want to believe that all of this could be true. One would
rather find some notion that might tempt one to survive” (271). He then focuses on the

scene in which Guido, who knows not a word of German, “translates” the instructions of
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the German guards as instructions to his game, in order to spare Giosue from fea

Kertesz comments, “What this scene contains cannot be described in rationaggng
and says everything there is to say about the absurdity of that atrocious world, and about
those who stood in opposition to the madness, unbroken in their spiritual strength” (271).
Nazism was founded on fantasy, delusion, and lies—on the myths of racial purity
and the superiority of the so-called “Aryans.” Benigni parodies this fantasst
explicitly in the scene in which Guido goes to the school where Dora teantigoses as
an official from the Ministry of Education. There, before an astonished audiénce
teachers and students, he strips to his underwear and offers his own body—very much at
odds with the Aryan ideal—as an example of physical perfection. Ruth BenrGteat
that an important theme bffe is Beautifuls the ability of fantasy to do both good and
evil. On the one hand the film shows the (admittedly downplayed) consequences of Nazi
utopian thinking. On the other, it shows how Guido “repeatedly transforms ugly
situations into opportunities for joyful conspiracy,” as in the above-noted schoolroom
scene (Ben-Ghiat 254). In the camp, as Ben-Ghiat writes, “he interpestsrdals, and
symbols . . . countering the Nazi will to power with a demonstration of the power of the
will to make sense of the senseless and to interrupt the process of dehumani2athn”
One of the most anxiety-provoking aspects of life during wartime, fdracisi
and soldiers alike, is the feeling of loss of control. For camp inmates, thaf kool
was absolute. Well before his internment, Guido had enjoyed testing the strelmgth of
will. His friend Ferruccio had introduced him to his version of Schopenhauer’'s
philosophy: “With willpower, you can do anything.” In order to protect Giosue, and
himself, as well, Guido had to find a way to make sense of the senseless enviianment

which he was trapped and to will some kind of structure or order upon it. It has been
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recognized that children have a particular gift for coping with war—antwg,t“the

child’s capacious and flexible imagination; the child’s intense powers of oliservite
child’s ability to focus on his or her needs or wants (to the exclusion of all else); the
child’s fusion of the desire to please with a self-assertive rebellioystiesshild’s

playful methods of experimentation and reality-testing; and, most importanhilitfte c
drive to find ways to control or master experience” (Kroll 32). Benigni imbued Guido
with these childlike gifts, which allowed him to navigate the world of the canths w
some degree of success. Guido rebels against reality and creates, for md&atfsae,
a world within a world—one in which hope and love are possible.

The use of the imagination to control traumatic experience is not an ideatiput for
capriciously by Benigni; it is a phenomenon that has been observed by numerous
psychoanalysts over the years, including Freud. When Freud was seekingitotbepla
nightmares experienced by World War | veterans, in preparation for hisBeyokd the
PleasurePrinciple, he observed children at play. Specifically, he studied them playing
“Fort-da”™—a game of disappearance and return. As described by Pamela L. Kroll, “the
child first throws away his toys to make them disappear (so they are ‘goneljeand t
reels them back so that they can reappear (and are ‘there’), a ganted-eppdiaingly by
the child as it offers not only comfort and control, pigasuré (39). The pleasure
comes from the child’s acquired sense of mastery.

Kroll points out that Guido plays games of disappearance and return throughout
the film. There are appearances and disappearances, substitutions and exdeanges.
plays a game that involves exchanging hats, in which one hat suddenly disappears only to
be replaced by another. He loves to surprise his family and friends by suddenly

appearing, seemingly out of nowhere. While waiting tables at a restaurtateb®ne
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customer’s lunch away and gives it to another, late-arriving customer known to give

generous tips. As noted above, he takes the place of an official scheduled to visit Dora
school and runs away when the real official arrives. Also as noted above, he presents
himself as a German translator. As Kroll notes, “He learns to manipulaienstances

and situations to get what he wants” (38). Giosue has a penchant for the same type of
play.

Certainly, Freud’s subjects played their games under conditions vastisediff
from those faced by Guido and Giosue. Still, as Kroll writes, “In both cases thearhild [
the childlike Guido] compensates for his trauma by re-staging the traungaasea in
both cases, the game changes the child’s role from a passive to an active onle; in bot
cases, something unpleasurable is transcended by the invention of a game oftaintrol t
is largely experienced as pleasurable; in both cases, some degree of anthfodstery
is achieved by a child in a world fundamentally outside his control” (39-40). Thiuay rat
than merely imposing the idea of a game onto the Holocaust experience in ordatdo cr
an entertaining film, Benigni has tapped into a primal need common to people in the
throes of trauma.

Whether his strategy would have worked in the real, historical camps is another
issue. Thinking of the camp experience as a game might have provided some mieasur
temporary comfort for the inmates, but it would not have saved any lives. Actuall
implementing the games that Guido played would have been impossible. Annetté Insdor
(290), among others, has written of children who actually did survive the camps by
chance, through cleverness, or with the help of heroic adults. Yet there is no point in
citing these rare exceptions here; the devastating truth is that asyauuig children

were immediately put to death. So, was Benigni justified in presenting aositiua
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which fantasy provided not only comfort, but salvation?

If we view the story as a fable or fairy tale, then Benigni is no more gniilty
revising history than are Leslie Epstein, Philip Roth, Quentin Tarantino, MiChaéon,
Charlie Chaplin, Ernst Lubitsch, and the numerous other artists who have mergeg fanta
with reality in portraying the Holocaust. This dissertation has noted repettedlytility
of attempting to replicate any event exactly as it occurred. Memarigecanreliable;
testimony can be flawed. The enormity of this particular event rendeenitneore
difficult to adequately represent.

A good deal has been written about flawed Holocaust testimony in Italys Ita
participation and defeat in World War Il have remained sensitive subjectenciltalian
films dealing with that period, comedies in which fascist aggression is doyedphave
enjoyed the most success. Benigni has statedl.ifiealis Beautifulas inspired by his
father, Luigi, who spent two years in a German concentration camp. In intertiew
describes Luigi as “an unfortunate innocent who comprehended little of the agalityd
him at the time of his deportation” (Ben-Ghiat 255). Yet as Ruth Ben-Ghiat haanvritt
“One crucial fact complicates this scenario. Luigi Benigni was not aaritdéw but a
young member of the Italian fascist army” (255).

After the Italian surrender to the Allies in 1943, Luigi was deported to
Germany along with some 1.2 million other Italian soldiers. In the Geoaaps they
were treated brutally by their former allies. This experience contdltatthe culture of
victimization and silence that prevailed after the war—a culture in whabfidtroles as
fascist aggressor and perpetrator of anti-Semitic persecution weeel déxs Ben-Ghiat
writes, ‘“Life Is Beautifulays bare the limits of what can be told in Italy” (256).

Faced with a public unwilling to hear their stories, Italian veterans turrteeito
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families. Yet like most testimonies of traumatic experience, thesestoere frequently

incomplete or inaccurate. Luigi Benigni’s testimony was charactebgémasking

strategies such as the use of humor, understatement, or irony” (Ben-Ghiat 259). Ben-
Ghiat concludes, “the director’s reconstruction of history is founded on dissemblance.
reproduces, through the ruse and fiction of the game, the element of protective denial tha
marked his father's communications to his family” (259). She suggests that in
transforming his father from a fascist soldier to a Jewish victim, Berigerhaps
unconsciously or inadvertently—has misrepresented history and perpetuatedrtlog my
Italian victimhood. Benigni, of course, has repeatedly insisted that it wassraitrhto
reconstruct or represent historyife Is Beautifuimay be, after all, neither history nor

fairy tale but rather, an example of highly mediated second-hand testimony.

We return now to the problem of Giosue’s closing words, which suggest that he
has been narrating a memoir. If we take Giosue to be a substitute for Besmigraw
understand why his testimony seems so incomplete and dubious. Regardless of whether
Giosue is the adult Benigni, he is still an adult attempting to recall and makeofeanse
highly traumatic childhood experience. Memory—especially traumatic nyemisr
acknowledged to be unreliable. If Giosue’s reconstruction of history is skewmly lhe
because he is faced with the challenge of imposing meaning on what wasgranyaaind
senseless act—the death of his father (Glennan 93).

We return one last time to the question of whether a comedic treatment of trauma
can be justified. The humor lrife Is Beautiful gentle and silly as it may be, is also the
humor of resistance and rebellion. Benigni ridicules Italian fascism frowutiset, when
Guido and his friend arrive in town, arms waving frantically, in a car with failekielst

A crowd gathers at the side of the road, returning what they believe is thefasns
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salute. Benigni here implies that Italians will salute anythingatrates with enough of

a flourish. The lavish Ethiopian-themed party at which the fascist officdbFo
announces his engagement to the unwilling Dora satirizes both the pretensions of the
Italian ruling class and its dream of an African empire—built on fantasieoticism

and romance (Marcus 157). As Millicent Marcus notes, “In critiquing the style of
fascism, Benigni is critiquing fascisas style, as spectacle” (158). Two boorish children
squabble and threaten each other until they are admonished, “Benito! Adolfo!” And as
noted above, in a scene of pure farce, Benigni ridicules fascist racial dsedhite
impersonating a school inspector.

The humor irLife Is Beautifuls not dark; Benigni largely acts as a clown, and
slapstick is featured throughout. It is worth noting, though, that especially iadbeds
half of the film, Benigni’s clownishness has a hysterical edge. He is a clowmptoat
fool; he fully comprehends the perils he and his child face. He is also a trickstgr, us
his considerable wiles to preserve their lives and protect Giosue’s innocence.

Numerous viewers have cherished this tale of boundless parental love. Yet
Maurizio Viano has noted an interesting phenomenon: “An examination of the critical
judgments orbife Is Beautiful conventionally framed within a low-, middle-, and
highbrow hierarchy, reveals that, within the limits inherent in all genetializa the
higher the re/viewer’s position, the more negative the re/view” (28). Viders r®
French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s definition of taste: “the incorpdratrm of one’s
class position and the conditionings imposed by it” (Viano 28). “Takifegls Beautiful
seriously,” Viano proposes, “goes against high cultural taste” (28). Heucascl
“Academic film scholars and highbrow critics . . . tend . . . to valorize thosewilmse

consumption indicates that we do not fall for the temptations of the entertainmentyindust
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(sentimentalism, media-hype, easy-to-understand plots, immediasenged (29).

Admittedly, Life Is Beautifuis characterized by all these temptations. It also “suffers”
from an abundance of slapstick comedy and “feel-good, Capraesque humanism” (Via
20).

Viano expresses his puzzlement over the idea of sophisticated critics, “normally
suspicious of the realistic expectations typical of mass audiences” (80iziog Life Is
Beautifulfor it lack of verisimilitude when it so clearly was meant to be viewed as a
fable, or fairy tale. He suggests that these critics would have been nmeptvweto a
film made by someone they respected as a purveyor of high culture.

The division of culture into “high” and “low” is controversial in and of itself.
Every critic, including Viano, has his or her biases. What appears to be irrefattiae i
Benigni'sLife Is Beautifufulfils a need in a great many people. Perhaps it is a need to be
reassured that even in unspeakably horrific situations, we have the capacitewith
compassion and courage and to maintain hope. This is a basic human need not to be

belittled by anyone.

It is critical to keep reimagining the Holocaust—to strive to comprehend what
seems incomprehensible and to keep the memory of the event in the public consciousness.
New and different means of expression should be embraced rather than shunned. The
five filmmakers discussed in this chapter all challenged the prevailing tdighesr times
and moved us forward in our ability to confront and contemplate a subject that will
require reflection for a long time to come. At the same time, their wddctetheories
of humor that have remained valid and relevant over decades and even centuries.

In antiquity, Plato and Aristotle recognized that laughter could be a form of
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derision. Thomas Hobbes, in the sixteenth century, built upon the two earlier

philosophers by formulating the Superiority Theory of humor, which stated tHatugle
at people we feel superior to. Surely Charlie Chaplin understood this when he gortraye
Hitler and Mussolini as people we could hardly feel anytbuigsuperior to. Ernst
Lubitsch, as well, tapped into this theory when he made Hitler and all his henauoken |
utterly ridiculous. Roberto Benigni did the same with Mussolini and the small-time
bureaucrats who supported him. Mel Brooks makes use of the Superiority Theory in a
somewhat more complex way. We may feel morally superior to his protagonists, but we
still laugh when they outwit people they—ijustifiably or not—feel superior to.

The Incongruity Theory of humor, tentatively stated by Aristotle and lefiered
by Kant and Schopenhauer, held that we laugh at things that are unexpectedl,ibogic
inappropriate. By this definition, all Holocaust humor is illustrative of the Incoiygr
Theory; what could be more incongruous than pairing atrocity with laugtertainly
all five filmmakers that have been discussed here have made this pairing, butonene m
audaciously than Mel Brooks with “Springtime for Hitler”; the very title enor less
defines incongruity. The Relief Theory of humor, which states that laugiges &rom
the release of pent-up psychic energy, is evident in the films by Chaplin, Lubitsch,
Brooks, and Benigni, as well. Through their depiction of dangerous men as buffoons,
these films allow us, at least momentarily, some relief from the tdrese men normally
inspire; they allow us to substitute laughter for apprehension and fear.r§intilay
illustrate Freud’s concept of the tendentious joke, which holds that by ridiculing our
enemies, we can, in some way, conquer them.

Theories about the social and political functions of humor are relevant to these

films, too. Bakhtin’s rebellious common man with outsized appetites is represgnte
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Brooks'’s Bialystock, for example. All five flmmakers under discussion have bee

unafraid to use humor to resist and rebel against cruelty and injustice. They have
recognized the power of humor to disrupt corrupt societies and advocate forepositi

social change. Benigni, most notably, has shown an awareness of the power ofshumor a
a shield and agent of solace.

While none of these films fits precisely into the black humor tradition,
Wertmuller's comes close. The absurditysieven Beautids more political and
individual than cosmic and universal. Still, there is the humorous treatment of what is
grotesque that is the hallmark of black humor; there is also the absence of hope. There
are the rapidly shifting narratives and indistinct boundaries between famasgality
that characterize works of black humor. Finally, there is Pasqualino—thie ahesx,
depraved, anti-heroic black humor protagonist.

There are even elements of Jewish humor in these films, although the filmmakers
represent a variety of ethnicities. The Producersve find Jewish self-mockery—though
not self-hatred. We also find the classic Jewish-humor themes of preoonupidii
money and questionable business ethicsT him Great Dictatoras in many Jewish jokes
and stories, there are the aversion to violence and skepticism in regarti¢odilcedeal.

The anonymous barber in this film is very much the inept, unlucky schlemiel. Yet as i
classic schlemiel stories, his weakness is a kind of strengttifells Beautifukhere is

the stubborn optimism characteristic of the stories of Sholem Aleichem-esstbat were
repeated over and over in the ghettos and camps.

These films, and so many other examples of Holocaust literature, through thei
rejection of injustice and cruelty and their insistence upon compassion andydedtc

us hope and optimism in a world that continues to challenge our capacity for both.
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