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[image: image2.jpg]‘head was full of dear old houses and dear old women,
‘and that when they came together in her brain with a
elick, she knew thata story was under way.” Often the
issues are independence, as in “The Flight of Betscy
Lane” or unexpecicd fiicadship, as in “Miss Tempy’s
‘Watchers,” in which women of different social classes
achieve intimacy as they st watch over their deceased
friend. J. carries the theme of female bonding into
the supematural and occult in “Lady Ferry.” “The
Foreigne,” and “The Green Bowl.” Romance and
marriage do figure in J.s fiction, but many of her
‘women are widowed or remain single afier an carly
disappointment i love. J. explores the pathos of aban-
donmentin “Marsh Rosemary,” the mutuality of sc
ration in A Marsh Island, and the comic as well as
serious sides of gender roles and reversals in “Tom's
Husband" and “Farmer Finch.” Her good ntured hu-
mor and chiding are also evident in tales ofaffec
o self-delusion such as “The Dulham Ladies” and
“The Queen’s Twin."

Setting and character figure more promincntly in
1 fction than plot and dramatic action. Although
encouraged by her contemporarics to write more
boldly and of arger isues, J. chose 10 follow her own
course, irm in the belief that hr fictions were “bright
and real and (had] an individuality.” Today, her narra-
tive siructures are increasingly valued for their obvious
breaks with the mainstream male literary traditions.
Critcs continue to find J.'s delincation of New En-
gland and teatment of the past a fertile ground for
study; there is also recent nterest n her religious and.
folklore motifs, her representations of women, and her
literary and pecsonal relationships with women. The
nature of .’ realism—variously described as region-
alst, pastoral, and impressionistic—is open to schol-

JEWISH AMERICAN LITERATURE

Over the past hundrod years, with the gradual liberal-
ization of American culture and the decline of overt
anti-Semitism after the Holocaust, Jewish American
literature has become a major curtent in the main-
stream of 201h-<. American letters, Two Nobel Prizes
in literature and mumerous other book awards have
been awarded to Jewish American authors, Although
fiction predominates, these authors have. published in
all major genres; Howard NEMEROY became poet lau-
reate of the US.. and plays by Clifford opers and
Anthur MILLER have long been standards in the theater
fepertoire. In the broad field of literary and cultural
critiism, the New York Intllcctuals—predominantly
Jewish—played a major role carler in the century,
most notably during the Marxist period of the 19305
and afterwards into the 1960s.

Nevertheless, fiction has steadily prevaled, espe-
cially afler World War II, with the works of Saul
BELLOW and Isaac Bashevis stNGER (both Nobel laure-
ates), Philip ROTH, Berand MALAMUD, Grace PALEY,
Cyathia ozicK, Chaim POTOK, and many others. Al-
though all of these authors have lived for many years
in the U.S., not all were American bom, and despite
their Jewish roots, each depicts American lie in his
or her unique manner.

Beforc the contributions of individual authors are
discussed, however, it would be uscful to_ideatify
two features of Jewish American literature that help
distinguish it from the writing of non-Jewish contem-
poraris. First, in the words of Jules Chametzky,
its essential support for “the liberal, pluralistic and
egalitarian aspects of American lfe.” As the target of
persistent discrimination over centuries and conti-






[image: image3.jpg]nems, Jews have leamed that to support ethnic or
religious prejudice and hostliy toward othersis even-
tually to attract similar antipathy to themselves. Con-
versely, to foster tolerance toward athersis indirectly
10 protect themselves. Perhaps no better illustration of
this tendency appears than in one of the carliest and
most enduring Jewish American poems, “The New
Colossus,” engraved in a bronze plaque beside the
entrance of the Statue of Liberty. Wrilten by Emma
Lazarus in 1883 to help fund the pedestal of this im-
mense French gift, “The New Colosus” cpitomizes
the liberal democracy that enabled countess numbers
of the poor, *homeless,” “huddled masses” from for-
eign lands o find their way to feedom and in many
cases prosperity in America despite the hardship and
difficulty that most immigrants of the period met in
the New World.

‘The other predominant characteristic of Jewish
American writing is yidishkay, the inescapable resi-
due of Eastem European life in the shietlakh (villages
1o which Jews were restricted). By the time that the
doors were closed to new immigranis in 1924, some
two million Jews had entered the U.S., chiefly from
Eastem Europe, in less than balf a century. Emma
Lazarus herself was bom in the USS., a well-to-do
New Yorker of Sephardic stock. But once awakened
1o the oppression in the Jewish Pale of (Russo-Polish)
setiementand the pogroms o the carly 1880s in Czar-
ist Russia, she shifted her ateation from the classicism
that characterizes her poetry of the 1860s and 1870s
10 the Jewish themes that prevail in Songs of a Semite
(1882),the first sgnificant book of Jewish American
poetry and of a genuine Jewish American literature.
In consequence of her new calling as the poct of her
people, Old World Judaism and the Zionism that
evolved from European oppression find their way into
het life and writing. To this extent the opening lincs
of “The New Colossus” may be taken autobiographi-
cally as she shifis from “the brazen giant of Greek

school), Cahan attended secular public schools in
Vilna and became a teacher himself. However,he soon
‘became involved inrevolutionary politcs to the extent
that he found his lifejeopardized and fled to America.
Shortly after his arivl, Cahan started writng artiles
for Russian newspapers and the flourishing Jewish
press in the US,

In New York, numerous socialist, communist, and
other political-cconormic newspapers were being pub-
Tished for the burgeoning working class. These dailies
and weeklics, however, were being printed chicfly in
‘German and Russian, languages that few of the immi-
‘grant Jewish laborers could read. As the irst eformer
0 begin addressing the Jewish immigrants in Yiddish,
their native tongue, Cahan quickly became a ghefto
leader. Morcover, he had rapidly gained fluency in his
adoptive language as well. Afer his storis in English
began to appear in the mid-1890s, his irst novel, 7el
A Tale of the New York Ghetto, was published i 189
William Dean HOWELLS's highly favorable review of
itsrealism commenced to stablish Cahan as a promis-
ing literary figure in America. Although Cahan contin-
ued to publish fction in English during the next dec-
ade, he is best known as a novelist for The Rise of
David Levinsky (1917), in which Levinsky emi-
grates to America and becomes a wealthy, faithless,
Tonely man.

Still regarded by many scholars as the most im-
portant novel about American immigration around the.
tumm of the century, The Rise of David Levinsky com-
bines many characteistic themes of Jewish American
terature as a result of Cahan's broadly sharing the
immigrant experience of which he was writing, though
the novel is only vaguely autobiographical. If Levin-
sky confronts issues similar to those which Cahan
faced. the differences between author and character
i terms of the way those issues were met are far more
pronounced and, from a literary perspective, more
ot
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of Exiles.” Thus begins Jewish American literature as
we know it today.

‘The same year that saw the publication of Songs
of a Semite also marked the American jmmigration
of Abraham Cahan, whose life and writing over the
nearly seven decades that followed exemplify most of
the ideas which concered American Jews during that
long period and expose the rapid transformation that
occurred in lessthan three gencrations. Socialst, jour-
nalist, editor, hetto leader, and novelist, Cahan’s con-
tribution to the Americanization of Yewish immigrants.
from 1882 t0 his death in 1951 cannot be overesti-
‘mated. His early life in Russia resembled that of many
‘young Jewish males in the last half of the 19th c. After
spending his boyhood years at the Kheder (Hebrew.

Firstina baker's dozen of common themes between
Levinsky and much other Jewish American fiction is
the immigrant experience itclf, especially if in the
ghetto Second s yidishkayt, the knowledge of belong-
itig 02 covenantal people with, in the words of Bonnie
Lyons, “a distinct sense of uniqueness, purposc, and
calling” toward survival and thus salvation of the vul-
nerable but closely kit group rather than of any indi-
vidual within it. Third is the quest for identity as
American o Jew: assimilation or isolation? Fourth is
the intemecine conflct between th liberalized uptown
German and Sephardic Jews of ealier immigrant gen-
exations in America and the mostly Orthodox Eastern
Europeans who setlled downtown on New York's
Lower East Side and later in Williamsburg, Brown-
sville, and the Bron. Fifth is the press by socialists





[image: image5.jpg]and communists to organize labor in the ghetto, par-
ticularly among the sweatshop and factory workers i
the rapidly expanding garment trade. Sixth s Zionism,
‘which had been carried from Europe to the U.S. with
the immigrants. Seventh is the "streets of gold” motif
that proved at once so attractive to the poor, hungry

N s nd yet

“huddied masses"” of Emma Lazarus's sonnet
50 elusive to countless thousands of immigrants once
trapped i the ghetto. Eighth s the yearning for educa-
tion and culture in conflict with the quest for iches.
Ninth is the erucial role of language in acculturation.
Tenth is the fading bond of family among the assimi-
Iated. Eleventh i the social and cconomic impact of
the Jewish nouveais riches. Twelfth s the phenome-
‘non of the Jewish businesstman inan heretofore WASP-
ish domain. Thirtcenth and finally is anti-Semitism,
overt and implicit. Some of thesc themes, especially
those related to economics and family disinegration,
become mare pronounced later inthe century, whereas.
others, soch as ani-Semitism and FEMINISM, inevitably
evolved with shifting social patterns and the atttudinal
changes in America conscquent to the Holocaust. But
The Rise of David Levinsky introduced most of them
broadly and eflectively when literary naturalism was
atits apex in the U.S., and as a vibrant representation
of Jewish immigrant Iie a bundred years ago, it has
never been superseded.

Other authors of the following two decades pub-
lished fiction that centered on one or more of these.
themes as well. Anzia Yezierska, for example,the first
‘woman to write Jewish American fetion of note, also.
arived on the Lower East Side late in the 19th . from
the Russian Pale. Unwilling to endure her father’s
authoritarian Orthodox rule over an impoverished
ghetto home to which he added only spiritual suste-
nance, she fled to make her own way in the New
‘World. Hee fiction consttutes an imaginative rendering
‘of her youthful anger, suffeing, and light to indepen-
dence. Her first volume of collected tales, Hungry
Hearts (1920), brought her fame through Hollywood,

as a malignant politcian and jurist. At the end of the
decade Michael Gold (bom Irwin Granich) brought out
Jews without Money (1930), the best-knawn Jewish
American proletarian novel. Gold represented the
Lower Esst Side as an interethnic war zone in which
his Hebrew upbringing was an anachronism; te novel
ends with a thapsodic plea for communism.

Four years later, the publication of Henry romir's
extraondinary Call It Sleep explored the psycho-
emotional development of young David Schearl,
Roth's sensitvity to muances of the polyglot ghetio
enabled him o0 represent familis and neighborhoods
with remarkable authenticity yet with a lyricism that
has still ot been matched in Jewish American fiction.
Through Roth's highly sensuous pictorializing, one.
lives and suffers the gheito experience with David,
‘whose iniiation caries him through episodes of fright-
ful violence and anti-Semitism as he ventures tenta-
tively away from the warm, loving aura of his mother.
‘Shonly before his death he brought out the first two.
volumes of Mercy of a Rude Stream. a projected
six-volume autobiographical novel that he had been
‘writing for decades and had finally completed in manu-
sript.

More prolific, but less enduring than Roth was
Meyer LEVIN, whose first novel, Reporter, appearcd
five years earlicr than Call It Sleep, and whose last
one, The Architect, based on the ife of Frank Lioyd
‘Wright, was published the year of his death, more than
halfa century later, In well over a dozen novels, Levin
incorporated most of the themes evident in Cahan's
‘magnam opus, though his initial focusis broader, and
his seting of his naturalistic fiction is Chicago rather
than New York. In The Old Bunch, his richest portrait
of second-generation Jewish neighborhood life on the.
West Side, Levin creates a chronological tapestry de-
picting  group ofrecent high school graduates drifing
in various directions away from their families; the old
traditions are no longer vital, and Levin reveals that
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the difficuly of a permanent escape from the ghetto,
which seems (© have captured her soul. Yezierska's
work constitutcs a useful base of comparison with
Mary Antin's The Promised Land (1912), anautobiog-
raphy that details the cmigration of another young
Jewish gil from the Pale and her subscquent relin-
quishing of Judaism in favor of Americanism as a
religion. Ultimately, Antin’s adopted faith was insuf-
ficient to sustain the joy of belonging in her “prom-
ised land.

A distressing novel of the same period focuses on
political and legal comuption in the ghetto. Published.
anonymously, Samuel Omitz's Haunch Paunch and
Jowl (1923) traces the carcer of Meyer Hirsch from

nothing has evolved to replace them. At the end of
his next important novel, Citizens, published in 1940,
Iabor unrest threatens American stabilit, 3 waming.
that lost ts cfficacy with America’s eatry into World
War I the following year. More successful in sales
than cither The Old Bunch or Citizens. however, was
Compulsion, a fictionalized account of the Bobby
Franks murder on Chicago’s South Side in 1924; Lev-
in's reportorial approach antcipated the contemporary
New Journalists in his imaginative yet authentic ren-
dering of a historic crime.

Levinis one ofthe few prominent Jewish American
authors whose writings spanned the war years with 2
sizable margin beforc and after. Edna reRnex and Isaac
Bashevis Singer are two others. Afer publishing her




[image: image7.jpg]firstnovel in 191, Ferber continued wriing untl her
death in 1968. Often considered a western regionalist
because of best-scllers ike Cimarron and Giant, her
fange was 100 broad for such categorization. Indeed,
among her most enduring worksis Showboar, adapted
for the stage as a musical by Jerome Kem, who com-
posed the music, and Oscar Hammerstin, 11 who pro-
vided the memorable lyrics. A year before its first
‘publication, Ferber received the Pulitzer Prize for her
novel So Big. Whereas Ferber's Judaism had litle
apparent impact on her writing, Singer's fiction is
‘govemed by his Jewish background and fith. iddish,
Dot Polish, was his native language, and when he
emigratedto the U.S. from Warsaw in 1935, he discav-
ered that although he had not been writing for long
in Europe, Jewish readers in New York were already
familiar with his stories through their publication in
the Jewish Daily Forward, edited in New York by
Abraham Cahan for fifty years. But unlike Cahan,
Singer centered his fiction on Old World Judaism, on
yidishkayt and lie in the shteil; morcover, he contin-
ved to write only in Yiddish because of his conviction
that the viality of the Jewish culture depended upon
it. Yiddish was Singer’s weapon against the assimila-
tion that he perceivedas the gradual erosion of Judaism
in America.

After the war, achievements in Jewish American
Titrature, especially fiction, reached a peak. Undoubi-
edly the Holocaust both simulated sympathy and gen-
erated curiosity among gentiles about Jews. Whatever
the reasons behind the rapid acccptance of Jewish
authors writing about Jewish people on Jewish themes
i the U.S., a major new force in American ltrature
evolved as a result of them. It would be maive to
suggest that ant-Semitism simply disappearcd as Jew-
ish American authors gaineda large gentile readership,
butboth ts obtrusiveness and s impact rapidly dimin-
ished, and assimilation to an unprecedented extent in
America was the result.

chological battle between the fact of assimilation
through acculturation and the guit that accompanies
a broken ages-old promise. Saul Bellow's iction from
the publication of hs first novels in the 1940s, Da-
gling Man and The Victim, through much of his work
of the 1970s, especially Mr. Sammler’s Planet and
Humbold's G, explore this question of idenity as
an American and a Jew, and in a recent novelette,
the slight but amusing The Bellarosa Connection, the
same idea i central. Even in The Adventures of Augie
March, the eponymous hero identifies himself with
Columbus while others compare him with Walt wHrT-
siAN and Samuel Langhome CLEMENS's Huck Finn,
yet Augic emerges from an Orthodox home and retains
his Jewish consciousness without a gnawing Jewish
conscicnce as he cavorts actoss the continent finding

imself as he goes.

In contrast, many of Bemard Malamud's charac-
ters, and Philip Roth's, are plagued by conscience.

1950, and among theircarliest the impact of a Jewish
past on an acculturated American present drives their
charactrs (o action, distraction, or both. Malamud's

storiesin The Magic Barrel and Idiots Firstare charac-
terized by untesolvable conflcts, and in bis second
novel, The Assistant, a Catholic paradosically be-
comes the suffering Jew. In Malamud's later fiction,
however, the author’s frustration and bitteress domi-
nate; in The Tenants, for example, black and Jow
destroy each other, and in God's Grace atomic holo-
caust brings all human lfe to an cnd, though a respite
among the apes briefly delays the remnant’s death.
‘Malamud's fiction achieved populaity not for the au-
thor's increasingly dark world view but for his color-
fol, nostalgic representation of Old World Jewry in a
New World sctting, evident in such stories & “Angel
Levine," “The Jewbird,” “The Magic Barrel,” “The
Moumers,” and many others, especially from his
ity ocllisciiens.
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Rise of David Levinsky also evolved rather than passed
into iterary history. Wit the emergence of second-and
hird-generation Jewish American authors, yidishkayt
became largely a warm, swect memory from a child-
hood spet among grandparents and parents ina family
setting. Many of the traditions disappeared with the
dyingofthe older generation and the moving of parents
and siblings first from the ghetio to mare respectable
parts of the city, then 1o the suburbs; and the rituals
that remained were often hollow, the faith behind them
gone, leaving only nostalgia.

“The resultant loss and the struggle to accommodate:
it again brought the quest for ideaity to the center of
much Jewish American fiction, though the need to
gain extemal social acceptance transformed o a psy-

larly, Philip Roth’s early stories, such as “Eli
the Fanatic” and “Defender of the Faith,” that were
collected and published with Goodbye, Columbus
quickly gained him a book award and striking lterary
reputation whikc he was still in his mid-tweatics. In
Goodeye, Columbus the breakdown in traditional mo-
rality and the garish display of new money among
Jews only one or two generations from the ghefto
anticipate most of the conflcts that would remain cen-
tral in Roth's fiction to follow, though with cach new
tite his work became more outrageous to many read-
ers,from Portnoy s Complaint and The Breast to The
Professor of Desire and the Zuckerman Bound tilogy.
The Counterlife, pethaps his best novel to date, bril-
Tiantly combines many of his carfer themes with per-
sonal responses to numerous critical complaints here-




[image: image9.jpg]tofore inadequately attended, including charges of
‘pomography and Jewish selF-hatred.

More than any other major Jewish American author
at present, Roth has become preoccupied with the role
of critcal theory in the creation of a novel, as s evident
i The Counterlife and his more recent work, including
his semiautobiographical The Facts, Deception, and
‘Operation Shylock, the ltter two being his most enig-
matic novels o date, and the croti Sabbaths Theater.
As Jules Chametzky has suggested, Jewish American
writers usually bave been more concemed with explo-
ring moral and social values than the creative process.
in their fction, though in many cases, especially in
recent years, the impact of poststructuralism i increas-
ingly evident. Even before the postmodernist mentality
became influential on the writing of young novelists,
anticipations of it were evideat inthefiction of Edward
Lewis wALLANT, especially in the surrealistic seg-
ments of The Pawnbroker, dominated by terifying
recallections of the Holoeaust in relation t0 the con-
temporary dehumanization of ife in the inner-ity.
E. L. DocTOROW's The Book of Daniel offers a more
sophisticated—and more complex—weaving of fext
and subtext in its representation of the Rosenbergs,
thir family, and their trial for espionage. Doctorow
has continued to explore the intimate, at times indistin-
guishable relation between history and imagination,
but never with the telling effect that he achicved in
this novel.

‘Three altogether ifferent approaches to contempo-
rary Jewish American fition appear in the work of
Grace Paley, Chaim Potok, and Cynthia Ozick. Paley,
an outspoken advocate of liberal causes, has published
only three major collections of stories from 1957 to
the present, yet she has acquired a sizable following
because of the open, earthy honesty with which she.
represents lif, especially the lives of women with
elatively low incomes in New York City. Her stories
bring the repetiious pattems of Gertrude STEIN in
Three Lives and the acid wit of Dorothy PARKER, two
earlier Jewish American authors, together with the

‘ncarly all of his later works, Potok has been presenting
variations of the basic conflct within closely guarded
and esseatially closed ultrarcligious communites, the
struggle among American Jews between strict adher-
ence to Hebrerw law with s complex social ramifica-
tions and liberalized Judaism in which the faith is
retained but not necessarily by the letter of the law.

In contrast to both Paley and Potok, Cynthia Ozick
adapts traditional and scriptural Jewish materials and
employs them asthe core of he fiction. Ozick's essays
confirm the depth of her commitment to the living
truths of historic Judaism, truths that infuse, color,
and dramatize such stories as “The Pagan Rabbi” and
“Puttermesser and Xanthippe.” Whereas Bellow, Ma-
lamud, P Roth, and others are irked with being labeled
as Jewish authors, Ozick “embraces the designation,
and secks 0 express her artistc vision in Jewish terms,
ovently illuminating her fiction with the wisdom of
Jewish sources.” Moreover, she writes with compel-
ling, almost visionary power on the Holocaust, espe-
cially i such works as “The Shawl” and The Messiak
of Stockhalm, in which her Jamesian critcal acumen
confiants the horrors of Nazi barbarism.

Potok, Paley, and Ozick are three very different
contemporary voices, and any thoughtful look at Jew-
ish American fition from its carliest period late in
the last century through the work being published
currently will disclose a variety of other fictive ap-
proaches and concems that cannot be cxamined here
because of spatial limitations. For several of these
writers, the Holocaust has gained greater prominence.
as a theme than it had in the first quarter century after
the war, perhaps because Jewish American authors
found it dificult to address the inhumanity of the
Shoah toward Jews like themselves as the subject of
fiction at that time. Among many other writers whose.
fiction should be considered for a fuller understanding.
of the feld, the most important are: Ludwig Lewisohn,
Nathanael WEsT, Daniel Fucks, Edward DAHLBERG,
Tillie oL5ex, Budd scHULBERG, Norman MATLER, Les-
lie A. FrEDLER, Herman wouk, J. D. SALINGER, Joseph
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[image: image12.jpg]picturesque vernacular of Damon RUNYON, but the
resulting story-dialogues and monologues arc purc Po-
ey, often disclosed through the persona of Faith, a
writer. And it is by virtue of Faith that Paley’s own
fath emanates—faith n people, in ation, in e tself.

In Potok's fction,the fath is more explicit. Potok
s at once an ordained rabbi, a scholar in philosophy
(with a Ph.D.), a lented painter, and, of course, an
author with scven novels to his credit as well as af
least three produced plays. Whercas Paley's stories
are generally secular, Potok’s fetion is heavily Judaic,
saturated with evidence of the author's background in
Hebrew theology, mystcism, art, and philosophy.
From The Chosen andis sequel, The Promise, through

HELLER, Norma Rosen, Leon ukis, Herbert GoLp, Jo-
hanna Kaplan, Athur Cohen, Hugh Nissenson, Jay
Neugeboren, and Susan Fromberg Schacffer

Spatia limitations also preclude more than a few.
remarks on Jewish American literary critcism, the
best known of which as an entity is associated With
‘abroad group called the New York Intellectuals. When
the group originated early in the century, the members
had a strong socialst orientation, and Jewish leader-
ship was minimal, However, the establishment in 1925
of the New Masses, a communist journal, saw the
Jewish role become dominant with editorial views.
largely shaped by the immigrant experiences of the
participants o thei familics. With the advent of the
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