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Gazing back from our lofty perch in the middle of the third decade of the third 
millennium, I invite the reader to join me, then, in viewing the past century as hav-
ing accommodated three different generic possibilities on three continents, embod-
ied in Bruno Schulz, Yitzhak Kumer and Groucho Marx—while acknowledging, 
again, that one of them is a fictional character. Europe would become the theatre 
of the Jewish tragedy, Israel of the Jewish epic, and America of the Jewish comedy. 

Figure 1: Frederic Brenner’s photo “The Marxists,” from his two-volume photographic pro- 
ject, Frédéric Brenner, Diaspora: Homelands in Exile, 2 vols. (New York: HarperCollins, 2003), 
1: 214–15 (“Marxists NEW YORK CITY, NEW YORK, USA, 1994”); see also 2:98–99.
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Figure 2: “Yitzhak Kumer.” Actually, this image of a generic pioneer in Palestine is from a 
document verifying the contribution of two olive trees for the “Herzl Forest’; the certificate 
is dated Berlin, Dec. 21, 1909, right around the time the fictional Yitzhak would have disem-
barked in the Holy Land. See Rachel Arbel, ed., Kah. ol lavan bitsevaʿim dimuyyim h. azutiʾim 
shel hatsiyyonut 1897–1947 (Tel Aviv: ʿAm ʿOved, 1996), 87.
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Figure 3: Pencil drawing by B. Schulz from “Eddie” in Jerzy Ficowski, Letters and Drawings 
of Bruno Schulz (New York: HarperCollins, 1988), 179.
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By way of conclusion, I will argue that the end of the twentieth century marks a no 
less remarkable exhaustion of each of these modes, as America’s comic imagination 
gave way to the tragicomic or the tragic, as Israeli authors have come to explore the 
dystopian, anti-epic or tragic dimensions of the Israeli-Palestinian landscape, and as 
Europe has begun to be mined once again for its comic possibilities.

On the face of it, this whole argument is based on the problematic premise 
that history is inherently generic—that, to quote Hayden White, “sets of real 
events are intrinsically tragic, comic, or epic,” and that “the facts of the matter set 
limits on the kinds of stories that can be properly (in the sense of both veraciously 
and appropriately) told about them [. . .] that events themselves possess a ‘story’ 
kind of form and a ‘plot’ kind of meaning.”6 White helps us to interrogate such 
premises without yielding to either unselfcritical positivism or fatuous relativism. 
The question of what White calls the “emplotment” of history is of course too 
complex to undertake in the limited framework of this article, but, for purposes 
of argument, I am recruiting it to inform the idea that, out of the vast resources 
of Jewish civilization, certain generic impulses are realized in different times and 
places. If we look at the celebratory Hebrew poetic imagination that flourished in 
Andalusia in the twelfth century or, as Eric Gruen has demonstrated, the comic, 
parodic sensibility that characterized Hellenistic Jews of the last three centuries 
before the dawn of the Common Era, there is something compelling about this 
template. “Comedy occurs with too much frequency in Jewish-Hellenistic texts 
to be the product of modern imaginings,” Gruen writes. “In the hands of later 
writers like Josephus or the Church Fathers, who preserved several of the texts 
discussed here and who had their own particular axes to grind, only the serious 
message counted.” His study of Jewish culture in the Greco-Roman exile features 
the biblical book of Esther as the expression of a parodic, comic sensibility—a  
text that, like other “diaspora texts of the Second Temple period” leaves the 
“impression of a folk unburdened by a precarious existence and comfortable with 
the human comedy.”7 I submit that the emplotted history of the twentieth cen-
tury was reflected in salient cultural impulses in each of the three contexts. The 
underlying question before us can also be stated as follows: Do we identify the 
generic impulses that appear to dominate certain times and places as deriving 
from or as driving historical forces?
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What is indisputable, in any event, is that these impulses are always in dialogue 
with each other. There is an ongoing transaction, at times explicit, at times subtle, 
between the Jews of Europe and of Erets Yisraʾel that would also profoundly affect 
their American cousins. The United States could become the theatre of Jewish com-
edy early in the twentieth century partly because of the confluence of Jewish impulse 
and American ethos, of character and contingency, and partly because America fell 
under the radar of the grand narrative of goles and geʾulah, of exile and redemption. 
Goles was Europe, which was about to find its tragic end.8 Geʾulah was Palestine, 
which was about to find its epic resolution. America was . . . something else, some-
thing undefined, a changeling and an open-ended story. Publishing in the New 
York Yiddish paper Dos yidishe tageblatt in 1912, Sholem Aleichem mused on the

power of ‘home’! Time doesn’t weaken it. The ocean can’t obliterate it. 
Freedom won’t make you forget it. On the contrary—the further away 
you are, the more you want to know what’s going on over there in our 
unfortunate home. How are our unlucky brothers and sisters [. . .] 
managing to bear the yoke of exile?9

Invoking the Jewish lexicon of home and exile that traditionally denotes Erets 
Yisraʾel and the diaspora, respectively, Sholem Aleichem is here reversing the ref-
erence, indexing the Russian Pale of Settlement as “home.” But even more signif-
icant is the implication that the “yoke of exile” does not extend to America, where 
Sholem Aleichem published this essay.10 The American diaspora is the place where 
the immigrants from Eastern Europe reside, far from their “home” in “goles.” As a 
voluntary condition, as the place of “freedom,” it carries neither the bitterness of 
persecution nor the promise of redemption.11

A m e r ica   :  T h e  T h eat   r e  o f  J e w is  h  C o m e d y

On Ellis Island, the portal separating the Old World from the New, Karl Marx’s 
earnest vision was disinfected, along with lice and various eye diseases; in fact, 
the entire European Jewish narrative—gulags, ghettos and all—would eventually 
undergo radical detoxification on its way to the New World. In fiction originating 
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in Europe, we can discern this process, even in the work of Franz Kafka. In the 
novel, Amerika, published posthumously in 1927, Kafka’s hapless character, Karl 
Rossmann, who is travelling westward around the same time that Yitzhak Kumer 
is heading east to Erets Yisraʾel, meets many of the obstacles encountered by his 
cousins in Europe and by other characters in his author’s fiction. But, although he is 
frustrated in a very Kafkaesque way, and although he is entrapped by the bureaucra-
cies and the technologies of America, he does not die like a dog, jump off a bridge, 
starve to death, or retreat badger-like into a labyrinth.12 The “Nature Theatre of 
Oklahoma” at the end of this unfinished novel is an enchanted version of the gro-
tesque, metamorphic imagination imported from Europe. Karl Rossmann’s benign 
fecklessness feeds directly through Charlie Chaplin to Woody Allen.

For the most part, the Jewish love affair with America in the twentieth cen-
tury was fully requited. Slezkine writes that, of the three great Jewish migrations—
within Soviet Russia, to Palestine, and to America—the American was the only 
“non-revolutionary” option. It was, he says, a “familiar utopia, an Odessa minus the 
tsar and the Cossacks [. . . a place where] anyone could become a Rothschild or a 
Brodsky (or perhaps an Einstein).”13 Slezkine is revealing here a fairly conserva-
tive bias in endorsing the promise of capitalism. It is indisputable that multitudes 
of immigrants, including many Jews, fled to America to avoid persecution and/
or abject poverty; nevertheless, as Chana Kronfeld reminds us, “until the 1930s 
at least, Yiddish writers in New York—and their newspapers and journals—were 
overwhelmingly Marxist; the differences were between socialists and communists, 
with very few of different persuasions.”14

Still, even as an unfinished, flawed project, America in the twentieth century 
accommodated the utopian impulse in the comic mode. Its source was undoubtedly 
European; what we identify as “Jewish humor” may have evolved in Eastern Europe 
as recently as the late nineteenth century, if we accept Hillel Halkin’s hypothesis, 
but its premises and impulses are as old as the book of Esther and as widespread as 
the furthest reaches of the Jewish diaspora.15 Elaborating on the theories of Daniel 
Boyarin and others, I have argued at length that, even as a work in progress, America 
was utopia as a comic proposition, a perpetual Purim spiel.16 In Odessa—or, more to 
the point, in Sholem Aleichem’s invented town of Kasrilevke—a Jew could dress up 
as Rothschild, or even as a Cossack, once a year and take virtual revenge on his fate, 
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if not on the Cossack himself. America, on the other hand, is, as Sholem Aleichem’s 
Motl the Cantor’s son puts it, the place where “every weekday is Purim.”17

As the only utopian but non-redemptive or “non-revolutionary” option that the 
migrating Jews had, America was also, paradoxically, the form of utopia that they 
knew most intimately: utopia as deferred messianism. “Veʾaf ʿal pi sheyitmahme-
hah,” intones every pious Jew, “and even though the Messiah tarries, I will await 
him.” Not in spite of but because the messiah tarries, I have time to play, to try things 
out, to dress up—but in this time and place, if the costume fits, I get to keep it.

Utopia in the American imagination, as filtered through the Jewish imagi-
nation, is, then, a work in progress. America in the twentieth century became a 
perpetual masquerade, a carnival of boundary crossings. And what drives this car-
nival is not vengeance but empathy and mimicry—as well as ambition. Like other 
Americans, Jews contract into American political and aesthetic culture through 
what Sacvan Bercovitch calls “rites of assent.”18 There is in this ethos an affirma-
tion of the material world as given (“the discovery of America”) and as historically 
becoming rather than providentially promised or recovered from some ancient nar-
rative. America invited its immigrants to indulge in acts of impersonation that were 
also radical acts of self-invention. This continent—especially on its easternmost and 
westernmost shores—could become the great theater of Jewish comedy because it 
was, in a sense, unclassifiable, neither goles nor geʾulah: not exactly exile, and cer-
tainly not the arena where redemption will take place. The province of American 
Jews was the comedy of make-believe, the detoxified Jewish story. For much of the 
century, the Jews did not function as the designated Other as they had in Europe; 
that role continues to be played by the descendants of African slaves.19

Of all of Sholem Aleichem’s progeny, including Tevye’s daughters, it is the 
nine-year-old Motl who provides the best site for the unfolding comedy in the serial 
novel, Motl Peyse dem hazens (Motl the Cantor’s Son). As the saga of the would-be 
shlemiel, Motl’s European narrative is entirely counterhistorical or counterintuitive: 
“Mir iz gut, ikh bin a yosem” (“it is well with me, I am an orphan”) is the way the 
young boy announces that his father has died.20 The chapters located in the shtetl 
and en route to America are under the sign of a massive negation, a rewriting of 
the world. But from the moment he lands “with both feet” on American soil, Motl 
fills all spaces—physical and linguistic—with the uncontroverted facts of American 
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materialism.21 He has landed firmly in the only place where reality need not be 
stood on its head or redeemed—where the Purim principle reigns supreme.

One of the aspects of the comic figure, especially in his (m) American Jewish 
incarnation, is that he lives close to the ground. Whether he is selling bananas or 
slipping on their peels, he does not hover high over the surface of life like a figure in 
a Chagall canvas but focuses his attention myopically on the surfaces of the world 
in which he lives. As Mikhail Bakhtin defines it: “Everything that makes us laugh 
is close at hand, all comical creativity works in a zone of maximal proximity [. . .]. 
Laughter demolishes fear and piety before an object, before a world, making of it an 
object of familiar contact and thus clearing the ground for an absolutely free inves-
tigation of it.”22 In Motl’s narrative, domestic spaces are linguistic carnivals as well 
as culinary laboratories; after a few months in America, his mother “gets everything 
backwards, cooking a kitshn in a tshikn,” finally laughing at herself: “abi ir veyst az 
bei mir a tshikn iz a kitshn un a kitshn is a tshikn, vahts de difrins?”23

This comedy based on linguistic dissonance carries forward a tradition in which 
faith in a higher truth consists in the ability to write a better story. Motl’s mother’s 
speech stays in the kitchen. Likewise, when Tevye quotes the Bible in order to 
demonstrate that the Lord is a poor reader of his own book, he has scored a verbal 
triumph. Even if his story appears bleaker than Motl’s, even as the death of his wife 
and of Shprintse, the dissolution of his family, and the threat of pogroms place even 
greater weight on his bent back, Tevye’s delight at meeting “Sholem Aleichem” and 
offering him yet another chapter of his unfolding story lightens the burden and 
promises a kind of afterlife. As I wrote elsewhere, “foreclosing Tevye’s ʿaliyah to the 
Holy Land is, in a way, foreclosing closure itself, endowing him with the eternal life 
that guarantees the continuation of his narrative and a complicating or doubling of 
exile as the primary condition of Jewish storytelling.”24

And, indeed, in the places we are exploring, the roles of the women—the 
daughters, and the wives, and the mothers—also evolve. Like Motl’s mother, the 
women in Grace Paley’s fiction start out in the kitchen, although they quickly con-
vert this domestic space into a launching pad for action, going farther and deeper 
than Tevye’s daughters could even have dreamed. Paley’s kitchen stories, written 
some forty-five years after Motl’s mother’s malapropisms, feature two husbands 
disappointed by eggs, and then, continuing the tradition of Yiddish radical politics, 
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the women (on the page or off ) move on to the streets of New York’s boroughs,  
march for peace in Hanoi, San Salvador, Vietnam, and travel back in time to segre-
gated buses in Washington, DC.

Living close to the ground exacts its price; when paying close attention, it is 
hard to keep one’s mind on distant objects of desire. “I cannot keep my mind on 
Jerusalem,” begins the poem by Paley entitled “Vengeance”:

I cannot keep my mind on Jerusalem,
It wanders off like an idiot with no attention span
to whatever city lies outside my window that day

Damascus
The libraries of Babylonia

Oh! The five exogamous boroughs of
our beloved home New York

What will happen
when the Lord
remembers vengeance
(which is his)
and finds me25

As centuries of Jewish readers and worshippers know, vengeance such as that 
announced at the end of Psalm 137 does need a certain kind of memory to stay 
alive. American immigrants have, thankfully, been brought up on the milk of amne-
sia, and the Lord’s attention is elsewhere. Let’s go there.

I s r ae  l :  T h eat   r e  o f  t h e  J e w is  h  E p ic

During the first half of the twentieth century, Jews who had migrated to 
Palestine were trying to readjust to the earth and sky, the smells and seasons of 
an ancestral home. Agriculture, like archaeology, was a form of reclaiming the 
remote object of desire manifested as the ground beneath one’s feet. But, by 
overturning the soil of an ancient narrative, the Jews also placed themselves in 
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the force-field of collective memory and the Lord’s vengeance. Nowhere is this 
more poignantly enacted than in the epic novel that houses Yitzhak Kumer’s 
ambition and downfall, Shmuʾel Yosef Agnon’s Temol shilshom (Only Yesterday).

The epic genre has undergone serious reconsiderations over the past half 
century. For both Bakhtin and Walter Benjamin, the epic in its prose form was 
understood as having been superseded by the novel; in Benjamin’s words, “the novel 
emerged from the womb of the epic.”26 Bakhtin welcomes this development as a 
move into a more polyphonic social space, while Benjamin laments the passing 
of a genre that, to him, reflected the continuities of oral culture and the place of 
the storyteller.27 More recent postcolonial interrogations of the genre link epic and 
empire in ways that David Quint elaborates in his book by that name. “To the vic-
tors belongs epic, with its linear teleology; to the losers belongs romance, with its 
random or circular wandering.”28

Like most of Agnon’s fictions, Temol shilshom draws on written texts collec-
tively referred to as an “oral” tradition, which establishes a natural link to the epic 
form. But, unlike other fictions by Agnon, this novel’s structure, as adumbrated 
in its opening passage, ratifies the utopian vision of sovereignty as textually 
derived amd transmitted as received wisdom (in Bakhtin’s terms, as “memory” 
rather than “epistemology”)—and, at the same time, as the motor for action in 
the world:

Like all our brethren of the Second Aliya, the bearers of our salvation, 
Isaac Kumer left his country and his homeland and his city and ascended 
to the Land of Israel to build it from its destruction and to be rebuilt 
by it [. . .]. A blessed dwelling place was his image of the whole Land of 
Israel and its inhabitants blessed by God. [. . .] By day they plow and sow 
and plant and reap and gather and pick, threshing wheat and pressing 
wine, and at eventide they sit every man under his vine and under his fig 
tree, his wife and his sons and daughters sitting with him, happy at their 
work and rejoicing in their sitting, and they reminisce about the days of 
yore Outside the Land like people who in happy times recall days of woe, 
and enjoy the good twice over.”29
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This novel, which appeared in two volumes in 1945–46, seemed to satisfy the 
expectations of two generations of Zionist architects and laborers for a social 
panorama of the Second Aliyah cast in world-historical terms; it was in Temol 
shilshom that the ambitions of Jewish nationalism found their narrative. Circling 
around events of great significance to the community, the novel focuses on what 
scholars of modern epic call “deeds of grandeur or heroism” narrated with veri-
similitude.30 Jerusalem, which Baruch Kurzweil defined as the “telos of Agnon’s 
entire epic oeuvre,” is the site both of the protagonist’s personal fulfillment and 
his death.31

There are, nevertheless, many problems with the approach to this novel as epic, 
not least of which is the stature of Yitzhak Kumer, whom, the reader may recall, we 
left looking for work among the moshavim around Jaffa. As anyone who has read 
the novel knows, he did find work, although not as a h. aluts but as a house painter. 
And he did eventually find happiness, although not in the politically earnest cafés of 
Jaffa or in the arms of the seductive and liberated Hebrew woman Sonia but in the 
recesses of Meʾah Sheʿarim and the pious bosom of Shifra. His deeds and mien are 
those of a very average man. He is no Odysseus or Tancred. Even Leopold Bloom is 
several notches above him. Kumer’s character is in many ways subversive of the epic 
claims of the narrative. The novel unfolds as a narrative of modest desires fulfilled, 
of l ’homme moyen sensuel whose lack of heroic ambition brings him into the most 
heroically charged places; in fact, it is Yitzhak, the house painter, who enters the 
Holy of Holies on the Temple Mount, where Jewish presence is interdicted, and 
who comes out unscathed.32

Yet, as if yielding to some force more powerful than his own psychological, 
narratological, and aesthetic instincts, Agnon provides us with a cacophonic, cosmic 
denouement in which the biblical Akedah becomes the reigning paradigm, without 
the so-called happy ending. This time, a power even greater than that of the narrator 
turns murderous, and the biblical intervention of deus ex machina is superseded 
by the sacrificial force, turning the human comedy into an epic of national pathos 
under divine supervision. Here, instead of serving as sacrificial substitution, an ani-
mal bites our hero, leading to his death. Yitzhak contracts rabies after his encounter 
with the dog Balaq and dies in agony, yet his death has the purgative power of 
unleashing torrential rains on a drought-parched land.33
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But, even if this noisy conclusion silences the other claims of the novel, the 
layered text survives, I believe, as a mid-century anticipation of the late-century 
migration of generic impulses I am tracing to their default modes. It is consistent 
with the blinders that an epic view placed on contemporary readers, particularly 
considering the need that Jews in the Yishuv had for an epic story when the tragedy 
that was Europe had just played itself out and the utopian alternative was already 
fraying—that is, in 1945 the readers of this novel were ready to bind Yitzhak to 
an epic version of his own story in order not to recognize the inexorable sacrifice 
at the center of the Zionist enterprise. Few perceived Temol shilshom as an anti-
epic or a tragic story (or even as a mock epic, with its anti-hero). And even fewer 
perceived the quiet comedy that was crushed by the claims of the master narrative. 
Here Yitzhak joins the shlemiel, the quintessential Eastern European Jewish figure 
of comic dignity in adversity, who was, for a while, firmly denied entrance to the 
Yishuv and the newly minted State of Israel in order to make way for its heroes.34 
We will come back to this.

E u r o p e :  T h eate    r  o f  t h e  J e w is  h  T r a g e d y

When we return to Europe as the theater of the Jewish tragedy, we may need to 
remind ourselves that we read even Kafka’s European stories through the dark 
backshadowing lens of a postwar world that needed him as its prophet. Through 
this lens, with its attendant pieties, Kafka’s death from tuberculosis in 1924 almost 
seems like a waste, when he could have lived to die a more “perfect” death in a con-
centration camp or on the streets of his hometown—like Bruno Schulz.

There is no doubt about it—Europe in mid-century is history as tragedy, espe-
cially for Jews. After the liberation of the camps, many assumed that the enormity 
of the tragedy would have stifled poetic or artistic expression, although the evi-
dence shows otherwise.35 In the immediate aftermath, hyperrealistic representa-
tions of this period enhanced the insight that, as Frederic Jameson puts it, “history 
is what hurts.”36 For Jews, the Shoʾah is what hurts supremely. Eventually, the tragic 
impulse, closely aligned with cultures of sacrifice and lamentation, turned the place 
and the event into sacred shrines. Within a few decades after the war, the physical 
traces of Jewish death in Europe seemed to replace Jerusalem as sites of pilgrimage.
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It was this tragic homage that belatedly embraced the writings of Bruno 
Schulz, the arts-and-crafts-teacher-turned-writer who would come to the atten-
tion of non-Polish readers through the auspices of Philip Roth and Jerzy Ficowski. 
I have chosen him as representative of the European Jewish tragedy because of the 
ways in which his art has been filtered through his fate. The playful fancy of his fic-
tions and drawings was forced into the procrustean bed of his tragic end. As David 
A. Goldfarb puts it:

If you ask most people who have heard [his] name, “Who was Bruno 
Schulz?” they will typically respond in the passive voice: “Bruno Schulz, 
the Polish Jewish author of brilliant phantasmagoria, was gunned down 
by a Nazi officer in the Drohobycz ghetto in 1942.” This answer projects 
a teleology backward onto the artist’s work. Schulz may be remembered 
most for the horrifying act of which he was not the author, but which fits 
a popular stereotype of his race: “brilliant, frail, passive, tragic.” Fifty years 
have passed since Schulz’s death, yet what can we say of his life?37

Quite a lot, actually. A radical shift is taking place in renewed encounters with 
texts written by writers such as Schulz who were “caught by the Holocaust.”38 Adam 
Zagajewski invites us to recognize that, “in Schulz’s prose, provincial Drohobycz 
was transformed into some sort of eastern Baghdad, into an exotic city out of A 
Thousand and One Nights.” Schulz’s “imagination [is] encircled by enemies, [yet we 
can now acknowledge that] he does not foresee the war; he does not foresee his 
own death. His message is delicate and reveals itself only to trusting readers in the 
act of reading.”39

Of the various attempts by “trusting readers” to appropriate Schulz’s life, it 
is Israeli writer David Grossman who most creatively adapts Schulz’s destiny to 
his craft, so that his metamorphical afterlife as a salmon in the novel See Under: 
Love serves both to represent the workings of his own imagination and to detoxify 
his hideous death. Also in that novel, Sholem Aleichem’s Motl sneaks into the 
young Israeli protagonist’s mind as contraband. Together, Bruno and Motl stage 
a putsch to reinstate the old Jewish humor that undermines epic and tragic pos-
tures. In England, meanwhile, a dramatization of Schulz’s “Street of Crocodiles” at 
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London’s Complicité theatre in the early 1990s was all but hijacked by the spirit of 
the author. Director Simon McBurney relates that during the rehearsal “the objects 
began to dominate. They took over the room, filling pockets and the insides of 
the actors’ hats, or under their tables. Umbrellas, books sprouting feathers, boots, 
shirts, plates, glasses and cutlery. In retrospect I realised that Schulz’s vision [. . .] 
evokes the transforming power of the child’s eye.”40 Once again, as in Paley’s comic 
vision, attention is paid to what is directly outside one’s window, or in front of one’s 
nose—that is, even though all the props and characters had assembled for the tragic 
historical denouement in Schulz’s hometown, Schulz’s ultimate fate may yet live in 
the delicate confections of his imagination.

What all this amounts to is that hayah yakhol lihiyot ah. eret, as we say in 
Hebrew—it might all have turned out differently. Admittedly undermining the 
force of my own neat generic schema, I take as my concluding inspiration the title 
of Amos Elon’s history of German Jewry, The Pity of it All, not the inevitability of it 
all.41 History seen as a series of contingencies will resist—as Grossman did, enfold-
ing Schulz’s enchanted stories and drawings into his absurd fate—the attraction of 
a kind of fatal coherence between history and imagination.

Indeed, if anything, we can say that, toward the end of the twentieth century 
and into the twenty-first, there has been a perceptible shakeup in all the centers 
of Jewish culture. A strangely redemptive sensibility is emerging in Europe, in the 
comic, carnivalesque mode. Beginning with the restitution of the status of the liter-
ary word to retroactively combat the fate of the victims of fascism, a series of coun-
terhistorical narratives have imagined the world as it might have been: from Jurek 
Becker’s Jakob the Liar (1969) through Roberto Benigni’s Life is Beautiful (1997), 
Radu Mikhaileaunu’s Train de vie (1998) and the Acco Festival of Alternative 
Israeli Theatre’s Arbeit Macht frei (1991),42 writers, filmmakers and performers have 
underscored the fact not only that hayah yakhol lihiyot ah. eret, but that one of the 
imperatives of the postwar reconstruction of Jewish life is the restoration of what I 
call “laughter after.”43

Meanwhile, in Israel, Grossman’s own comic muse survives, just barely, under 
the weight of a growing sense of tragedy. After fifty-six years within the lethal grav-
itational pull of the Temple Mount, the Israeli cultural and political climate in the 
middle of the third decade of the twenty-first century contains more currents of the 
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apocalyptic tragedy that Terry Eagleton identifies with the “sweet violence” of the 
religious imagination than of the epic story of rebirth and empire that characterized 
its first twenty years.44 Like Oedipus or Lear, Agnon’s Yitzhak now appears, on 
rereading, as the sacrificial figure, the pharmakos—his fate, as Benjamin might have 
put it, “the performative act which brings a new social order into being.”45 From 
our perspective, we can say that in 1945 Agnon both enacted and deconstructed the 
Zionist epic, giving us a glimpse of the comic default position but finally bringing 
the story dangerously close to the tragic altar of our own millennial ambitions. So, 
just as Schulz’s, and, for that matter, Kafka’s comedy can now be rescued from the 
tragic readings projected upon them by Europe’s tragic history, so the tragedy in 
Agnon’s tragicomic novel can be unearthed from the epic projections of his early 
readers in prestate Israel.

And what of the comedie americaine at the turn of the century? It is worth 
remarking that many of the younger writers—including Nathan Englander, Melvin 
Bukiet, Michael Chabon, Jonathan Safran Foer, and Nicole Krauss—have been min-
ing Europe under the rubble for its other, more whimsical, voices. At the same time, 
there is an exploration of the darker side of the American promise, captured by none 
other than Philip Roth, who reveals in his late works a sinister dead end for the 
very acts of freedom that he and his contemporaries had celebrated with such gusto 
in mid-century. In The Human Stain, African-American Coleman Silk in “Jewish 
whiteface” is following a (highly problematic and controversial) tradition that goes 
back to Al Jolson’s black punim in The Jazz Singer. But the early twentieth century 
trust in the American promise of self-invention has receded as Fate or History comes 
to triumph over Freedom. The terms of reference in Roth’s novel come transparently 
from the canons of Western culture and the structure from Sophoclean tragedy. Just 
months before the twin towers fell, and a few years before the military adventure in 
Iraq, as the great American promise soured under the burden of its own ambition, 
the grapes of Roth fermented, and the American Jewish drama moved from com-
edy or satire toward tragedy. Coleman Silk is, as Nathan Zuckerman, the narrator, 
tells us, “finally ensnared by the [. . .] stranglehold of history that is one’s own time. 
Blindsided by the terrifyingly provisional nature of everything.”46

My final example of the tragicomic or tragic vision in American Jewish cul-
ture is a film that, when it appeared, caused almost as much division in the Jewish 
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community as the Great Gefilte Fish Divide—between those who put sugar in the 
fish and those who do not. I am referring to the Coen brothers’ 2009 contribution to 
the American film industry, A Serious Man, which some people think is the greatest 
thing and others the worst thing to have befallen the Jewish people since gefilte fish, 
or at least since Alexander Portnoy. The plot—following the prologue set in a snowy 
Eastern European shtetl and rendered in Yiddish—can be summarized as Bad Things 
Happening to a Good Man. During the 106 minutes of the film, Larry Gopnik’s 
entire life unravels: his marital, familial, professional, and finally medical conditions 
deteriorate, and he searches, with increasing despair, for meaning: “What does it all 
mean?” As a physicist, he relies on the “uncertainty principle,” demonstrated in proofs 
chalked on a huge blackboard and summarized for his students as: “it proves we can’t 
ever really know [. . .] what’s going on. So it shouldn’t bother you. Not being able to 
figure anything out. Although you will be responsible for this on the mid-term.”

Larry turns to three different rabbis, whose advice, delivered with varying 
degrees of fatuousness, is summed up in the line attributed to Rashi that opens the 
film: “Receive with SIMPLICITY everything that happens to you” (this is actually 
a commentary on Deuteronomy 18:13: “be wholehearted with the Lord your God”). 
The final rabbi, the venerated Rabbi Marshak, appears wizard-like in the recesses of 
the mausoleum that is his office and pronounces the film’s final words of wisdom: 
“When the truth is found to be lies / And all the hope within you dies,” followed 
by his profound advice to the stoned bar mitzvah boy sitting in front of him: “Be a 
good boy.” He is of course quoting from a song by the rock band Jefferson Airplane, 
substituting “hope” for “joy” and leaving out the final lines, which are supplied by the 
soundtrack: “Don’t you want somebody to love / don’t you need somebody to love.”

One critic called the film a “pitch perfect comedy of despair.”47 And, indeed, 
the film is hilarious, availing itself of all the conventions of shlemiel humor devel-
oped over the long journey from Kasrilevke to vaudeville to Comedy Central: the 
innocence of the simple believer, his lack of success in the world made up for by his 
faith. “But I didn’t do anything,” Larry repeats over and over, along with “what is 
Hashem trying to tell me?”

But then comes the ending, which pulls the rug out from a century of comedy 
and hands it back to the tragedian. It appears, finally, that Larry is managing to put 
his life back together. And then a tornado appears, coming dangerously close to the 
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schoolyard where his children are desperately struggling to get back inside the build-
ing; at the same time, Gopnik’s doctor calls, summoning him to his office in dire 
tones. Deus ex machina appears, then, in the form of a medical diagnosis and a whirl-
wind that, rather than providing Joban explanation and restitution, are about to wipe 
out everything. This is the moment when the comedy comes unraveled, both affirm-
ing the Coen brothers’ bleak view of life and, more important, I think, undermining 
the very genre that had been perfected in America and had characterized a century 
of Jewish culture. Even though we are reminded in the credits that this is art and not 
life (“No Jews were harmed in the making of this motion picture”) what has been 
harmed—indeed dealt its death blow—is the shlemiel himself. It turns out that it is 
not enough to have faith in Hashem if, like a long line of comic figures from Bontshe 
Schvayg through Gimpel the Fool to Larry Gopnik, you “do nothing.” The American 
comedy, we need to be reminded, is not a messianic promise but a work in progress.

But the women, from Tevye’s rebellious daughters to Paley’s Faith and her 
sisters, seem to have known something that their Bible-spouting fathers and 
war-abetting husbands did not, which is that it is not enough to have faith and to 
“do nothing.” You have to act. “It is,” as Paley told us, “the responsibility of the male 
poet to be a woman [. . .] to keep an eye on / this world and cry out like Cassandra, 
but be / listened to this time”—that is, along with such responsibility must go both a 
“loud voice” and a new pair of lenses through which to view the entire enterprise.48 
In conclusion, then, we might ask what our Cassandras would have taught us if we 
had lent them more than half an ear and half a gaze. Would the women writing 
in Yiddish, Hebrew, and other Jewish (or Jewish-accented) languages in the early 
modern period have changed the script? Revisiting writers like Italian Hebrew poet 
Rachel Morpurgo (1790–1871) allows us a glimpse into radical women’s voices of 
the nineteenth century.

Wendy Zierler highlights Morpurgo’s identification with her ancient name-
sake, as European Jews contemplate returning to “land of Rachel, the biblical matri-
arch.” Some of her poems even create “imagined intergenerational collaboration,” 
as she “audaciously designate[s] herself Rachel’s successor.”49 The audacity leads in 
unexpected directions; like Paley in the twentieth century, writers such as Morpurgo 
could have provided attentive readers in the nineteenth with a playful introduc-
tion of the domestic into the political, the melding of the daily and the sacred, 
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puncturing the epic bubble. In Zierler’s reading, this poet, invoking her biblical 
namesake, “feels compelled to express her anger” at what amounts to her domestic 
incarceration and is, as it were, “compelled to steal the teraphim,” concealing her “lit-
erary aspirations” as her biblical namesake concealed the household gods under her 
camel’s saddle. Yet Morpurgo stays in the game, persisting in her dialogues with the 
Bible and with poetic predecessors like Solomon ibn Gabirol.50 In her essay on “The 
Land as Woman,” Kronfeld diagrams some of Morpurgo’s daring poetic leaps; in 
this reading, the poet as a “prefeminist foremother” engages in boundary crossings 
that foreshadow some of the most daring of women’s modernist experimentations.51 
Here is Morpurgo’s mischievous recruitment of that most public of texts, Song of 
Songs, for the most private, mundane and feminine, occasions:

שִׁיר הַשִּׁירִים. The Song of Songs:
יוֹצֵר הָרִים The Creator of Mountains

ראשִֹׁי הֵרִים Has raised my head
מִצִּיר צִירִים From the Pang of Pangs

אָשִׁיר בַּשִּׁירִים Let me sing the songs
כְּסִיר בַּסִּירִים Like a Pot of Pots
מַתִּיר אֲסוּרִים The Releaser from Bonds.

ראשִֹׁי רוֹם הֵרִים. Did raise my head on high.52

As Tova Cohen demonstrates in her enlightening discussion of the ambient cir-
cumstances that created maskilot like Morpurgo, the incubation of a maskilah usu-
ally began with an attentive and enabling father and continued either with a lenient 
husband, or, as in the case of Morpurgo, a husband who, evidently, came around 
gradually to value her poetry as well as her pots.53

Indeed, the power of the woman’s voice that begins in the kitchen, like that of 
Morpurgo’s speaker or Motl’s mother, but then moves to the most consequential 
of public spaces, like that of Paley’s “coworkers,” was released slowly in Hebrew. 
Kronfeld makes the startling suggestion that, from biblical times through very 
recently, this voice was suppressed in Hebrew writing because it had been recruited 
as, and supplanted by, a powerful metaphor: the “land as woman”—and, specifically, 
Jerusalem as woman.54 By the mid-twentieth century, the voices of Hebrew poets 
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like Esther Raab (born in Petah Tikva, Palestine, in 1894), Zelda Mishkovsky (born 
in Ukraine in 1914) and Dahlia Ravikovitch (born in Ramat Gan in 1936) consti-
tuted not only an expanded chorus of women but, especially toward the end of the 
century, a significant intervention in the political/moral arena, commanding the 
attention of readers of all stripes, and challenging the reigning norms.55

But perhaps the poet most consistently suppressed, through a suffocating male 
embrace, and the poet with the most subversive message for the epic project, was 
Rachel Bluwstein Sela. Like Rachel Morpurgo, Rah. el hameshoreret (patronizingly 
dubbed “the poetess Rachel”) may have camouflaged her message under her sim-
ple persona. Although, as Zierler has demonstrated, Rachel’s attachment to the 
land of Israel was profound, and her poetry was grounded in the political discourse 
inspired by A. D. Gordon and the poetic discourse inspired by Bialik—going so 
far as to imagine herself a “blade of grass” in a “distant ancient life”—the passage 
of time invites us to uncover other layers.56 Of all her writing, her poem “Veʾulai” 
(“Perhaps”), written in 1927, just four years before her death, would become a kind 
of hymn, the desperation in the words camouflaged by the reverential music in 
which it has been performed for generations of pious listeners:

וְאוּלַי Perhaps
וְאוּלַי לֹא הָיוּ הַדְּבָרִים מֵעוֹלָם. Perhaps it was never so.

אוּלַי Perhaps
מֵעוֹלָם לֹא הִשְׁכַּמְתִּי עִם שַׁחַר לַגַּן, I never woke early and went to the fields

לְעָבְדוֹ בְּזעֵַת אַפַּי; To labor in the sweat of my brow

מֵעוֹלָם, בְּימִָים אֲרֻכִּים וְיוֹקְדִים Nor in the long blazing days
שֶׁל קָצִיר, Of harvest

בִּמְרוֹמֵי עֲגָלָה עֲמוּסַת אֲלֻמּוֹת On top of the wagon laden with sheaves,
לֹא נתַָתִּי קוֹלִי בְּשִׁיר; Made my voice ring with song

מֵעוֹלָם לֹא טָהַרְתִּי בִּתְכֵלֶת שׁוֹקְטָה Nor bathed myself clean in the calm
וּבְתםֹ Blue water

שֶׁל כִּנֶּרֶת שֶׁלִּי . . . הוֹי, כִּנֶּרֶת שֶׁלִּי, Of my Kinneret. O, my Kinneret,
Were you there or did I only dream?5857 הֶהָייִת, אוֹ חָלַמְתִּי חֲלוֹם?
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Unthinking the past, as it were, is a daring and even seditious act that perhaps 
Rachel could get away with because her writing was often classified as simplistic 
nature poetry and, as a woman, she did not really need to be “listened to.”59

These voices do add complexity to our scheme, but, I submit, they hardly change 
the presumption that history viewed retrospectively appears to be emplotted, and 
that radical shifts in generic sensibilities in the different centers of Jewish culture at 
the end of the twentieth and beginning of the twenty-first centuries reflect tectonic 
shifts in historical realities.

In conclusion, we might ask whether Europe in the twenty-first century can 
provide the stage for a reinvented Jewish comedy and whether America is indeed 
giving up its comic muse or, rather, graduating to a new synthesis of Sophocles 
and Aristophanes—with some Job and Ecclesiastes thrown in for good mea-
sure—a sober recognition of the price of imperial overreach and moral turpitude.60 
Finally, we might reflect upon whether the Zionist narrative is realizing the worst 
of Agnon’s visions and transforming its epic, utopian vision into the “sweet violence” 
of sacrificial tragedy?61 Is there still time to hear Cassandra’s cry? 
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