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A Scholar Examines How Jews Make Use of Their Past

The Jewish Search for Usable Past
By David G. Roskies
Indiana, 217 pages, $24.95.

By ILAN STAVANS
ith primitive English skills, T
arrivedasa graduate student at
the Jewish Theologica] Semi-
nary in the mid-1980s.
Although I hag made up my

bygone era,

Around the time Imet him,
Mr. Roskies had published
his first important book,
“Against Apocalypse:

Yungt-Bund, revamped their
urial traditions. M.

: Roskies begins in Berlin with
o — Die Gesel

Ischaft der Fraunde,

Responses to Catastrophe in Roskleq takes his the Society of F riends,

Modern Jewish Culture.” It

which, in 1792, began to inno.

clearly encapsulated his mjs. readers on a thought. vate: coffins instead of

Sion: to study the oral and

ditions as manifestations of 5

shrouds; epitaphs in Ger-

written Yiddish literary tra- provoking Odyssey man, not just jn Hebrew;

collective pPsyche equipped
with the necessary tools to
Feact to an aggressjve envi-
ronment. Though hjs area of :
expertise was Yiddish, the volume was sa

and encyclopedic, revisiting the biblical and
rabbinic periods ang making insightful com.

second to none.

A Roskies, as I remember him, used an
intra-cultura] approach. He was not out to
explain why Abramovitsh, Peretz, Sholem Ale-
ichem, Bergelson and Der Nister are on a par
with Joyce, Proust and Faulkner. It wag Jewish
i ding tall, that needed to be scry.
tinized as a -S1 figient unit. [saac Bashevis
Singer had been-; arded the Nobel Pri
1982; it didn’t'seém logical to continye 't

search for legitimation. Mr. Roskies’s strategy :
was closer to that of the-folk!on'strl to scrutinize i f

editor in chief of Hopscotch: A Cultural Reviey,

Mr. Stavans, the editor of “The Oxford Book of i
Jewish Stories,” teaches at Amherst College. He is

dates given according to the .

S e ——— A Gregorian, not the Jewish,

calendar and so on. To high-

light how deep the changes

¢ have gone, Mr. Roskies stud-

ies other T'€glons and yisits the tombs of impor-
tant literati and labor activists, mostly in the

W&ﬁ,,f}ié% 000 y8ar-old Diaspora, What make: Mr,

Ros] les’s essay memorab e is the invitation to

Please turn 1o Page 12




jutiful Losers

anything he ever dreaded, “Zwill-
ing’s Dream? is populated by the
afflicted: failures, widowers,
bereaved fathers and women who
4 can’t bear children, not to mention
the living ghosts of the Holocaust,
people who “had no good subse-
quent idea of what they lived for,
exactly. Other than to keep living
vengefully in order not to die.”
Unlike Horkow, the novel doesn’t
Wwaste time wondering why these
calamities happen, Instead it exam-
{ ines how their survivors stumble for-
ward and what attitude they take
toward their suffering, “How did you
do this?” an appalled Horkow asks
Zwilling and is told: “Badly. I did it
badly. You will also. This clarity of
Jjudgment makes “Zwilli s Dream”
a wise and even redemptive book,
filled with sentences as startlingly
elegant as Zen koans, Too bad its
central character is such a pill. Joel
- 12willing’s abdication from literature

Everyone around Zwilling is con-
itantly trying to elicit something
rom him and getting nothing back.
" this only jacks up his credit with
‘nem. As Mr. Feld conceives it, Zwill-
1g’s Bartleby act makes him not just
irable, but preposterously desir-
ble. When the otherwise astute
jian offers herself to him, the
rene might be a textbook example
male climacteric fantasy: “I need
love you. You may also need me to,
maybe not. Remember, I am dis.
ﬁsngly capable. The barest mini-
| leave me content. Men don’

tow how little women will settle
i” She reaches orgasm the instant
rilli g lays a finger on her.

s;)f course, one doesn’t take a per-
1al dislike to a novel’s character
{ess one somehow believes in him,
mts him the premise of life. Lik-
‘e or not, the characters in “Zwill-
{s Dream” breathe; they surprise
h other and themselves. They sur-
se the reader. Mr. Feld is too
ny and truthful a writer to turn
Josers into winners: Instead, he
written a novel in which losing is
\ven: something that everybody
8, sooner or later, with varying
iees of ineptitude and grace;

stricken by a tragedy that exceeds

4

+

him by reciting a verse from my'ovgn New

‘I did and proceeded to thank
York childhood that went: - ; -
The boy stood on the railroad tracks
Saying all his brokhes; : :
Along came a choo-choo train 2 : : .
And knocked him on his tokhes. : 9

“I wonder if it was the same boy,” Mr. Berlyne mused. “You don’t mind
if I use that some day in a column, do you?”
“Pd be honored,” I said.

Questions for Philologos can be sent to philologos@forward.com.

Meeﬁhg Modernity’s Challenge

. Continued from Page 11 .

Throughout “The Jewish Search
fora Usable Past,” Mr. Roskies styles
himself an anthropologist dressed as
cultural critic, and the suit fits him
handsomely. In “A City, a School,
and a Utopian Experiment,” Mr.
Roskies pays tribute to the idealistic
mode of Yiddishkeit in his native
Montreal in the early part of the 20th
century. (Yiddish scholars and
literati paraded through Mr.
Roskies’s home when he was young,
afactor that became decisive for him
and his older sister, Ruth Wisse, who
teaches Yiddish at Harvard Univer-
sity.) And in an essay at the heart of
the volume, he scrutinizes the role
rabbis have played in Jewish history,
both secular and sacred: from repos-
itories of truth to dogmatic peda-
gogues to problem solvers and
Christian-like idols,

Unfortunately, Mr., Roskies’s style
veers toward the obscure and
abstruse; it isn’t argumentative as : p p T
much as it is accumulative — in  onlywhen the parts become a whole.
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Henry James’s dichotomy, he He knows quite well that the past is f:
prefers to tell than to show, and to infinitely malleable, and his bookis i2
tell in endless detail. Something sim. scrutinize the way in which that maj- A
ilar, as I recall, occurred in the class- leability becomes a commodity. v
room: He started with an ambitious  While his subject is Eastern Euro- (e
thesis articulated in sharp contrast pean Jewry in all its splendor and i
with its antithesis, but the number of ugliness, his approach is invaluable 3"
examples he offered was so over- for understanding Jews today in a
whelming that in the end no synthe-  rapidly moving world where idenlz
sis emerged; instead, what students ties are so easily refashioned an
80t was a mosaic of wonderfu] if dis-  where tradition is under siege.
parate examples. Nevertheless, I In spite of his Canadian bac
would invariably leave his classroom ground, Mr. Roskies strikes me as
enthralled; Pm convinced his peda-  all-American product, particularly
gogic approach was a calculated New York one. For where else if n,
strategy. . in Manhattan, the land of Walt Whi;

This approach, along with Mr. man’s “body electric,” does identity
Roskies’s position as a scholar rather reinvent itself so easily? It is th 12,1

than a public intellectual, has made  to Mr. Roskies that T began t ——
his work the property of a small audi- approach the shtetl as a favorite

ence. But patience makes the reward  fountain of kitsch. For that, for th
plentiful, for hidden behind therich  meticulous way he has built a view o
assortment of anecdotes and Jewish memory as a house of mirrorg .
instances is a forceful viewpoint,and  and for his take-no-prisoners V A
that viewpoint comes togetherlikea  embrace of Yiddish, I, his srudenl .
Jigsaw puzzle — in retrospect, and am deeply grateful. e
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