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Abstract

This dissertation explores a narrative in which, in the process of its own subject
formation, Western culture produced a salvific but antisemitic fantasy of Judaization
which shaped its approach to aesthetics. Over centuries, that aesthetic vision would be
systematized by writers and thinkers like St. Paul, St. Augustine, and Geoffrey Chaucer.
In time, it would come to inform the development of modernism—an influence | track
through the work of Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot (who rejected it), as well as Hilda
Doolittle (H.D.) and Wallace Stevens (who embraced it). At the same time, and rather
ironically, it would also provide modern Jewish writers with an entry point—albeit an
overdetermined one—for engaging and revising the tradition of Western aesthetics. |
argue that, due in part to the interventions of Jewish artists, notably Louis Zukofsky, this
fantasy produced a counter discourse within modernism, some of whose practitioners,
both Jewish (e.g. Zukofsky) and gentile (e.g. H.D. and Stevens), came to see in
Jewishness, or in the Jewish approach to language and textuality, something subversive
and vital, something which—though derided as sacrilege—might yet prove energizing to
a new generation of modern artists. Through a mixture of New Historicist, New Critical,
poststructuralist, and deconstructive approaches, this dissertation investigates the roots of
antisemitic aesthetics in the Western tradition, traces that dispensation into modernity,
and then examines the counter discourse produced by Jewish writers—itself an alternate
mode of modern poetics based in the Jewish philosophy of language and in the practice
of rabbinical hermeneutics—as well as its influence on non-Jewish writers and on the

development of literary modernism.
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Preface

In Jonathan Safron Foer’s novel Everything is llluminated (2002), the protagonist,
a Jewish American tourist on a hunt for his family’s pre-Holocaust history, tries to
explain to his gentile Ukrainian translator and tour guide that he can’t possibly get into
the car the tour company provided because it’s inhabited by a deranged dog, and the
protagonist has a long-standing fear of dogs, having been attacked by one in his
childhood. As evidence, the protagonist raises up his shirt, ostensibly to display a scar left
by his mauling, but... there is no scar to be seen. Or none that any but he can perceive.

The scene is played for laughs, but it makes a serious point. Jews are burdened by
invisible wounds: the wounds of history, which may not always register on the body but
certainly do in the mind, where, regardless of actual experience, they produce a deep,
personal imbrication with the collective memory of Jewish trauma and the communal
experience of antisemitic othering. These wounds, therefore, are bound with the
construction and experience of Jewish difference, and as such are partly responsible for
constituting Jewish identity. This is why the tour guide’s failure to witness the
protagonist’s wound in Safron Foer’s novel is such a significant one. It is not simply a
failure to notice a fading or faded scar, but a failure to recognize—that is to legitimate—
the traumatic mark of the protagonist’s narrative, his private mythology, and thus a
failure to recognize—again to legitimate—nhis subjectivity. It is an erasure. Or at least a

failure of legibility.
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The problem of Jewish legibility rankles in part because it comes from all sides,
within and without, not to mention because it is attended, as evidenced above, by the
ever-present threat of erasure. By way of further example, let me share two anecdotes.
When | was in my late twenties, | worked for a year or two as a clerk at a big box
bookstore called Hastings. One night, shortly after Christmas, while cashing out my
register, I fell into a conversation with my neighboring clerk, who asked me if I’d had a
good Christmas that year. It was late, near closing, and | was tired. Without blinking an
eye, I told her all about my family’s wonderful Chanukah celebration, but without ever
mentioning that it was a Chanukah celebration. It was just, in that moment, easier
somehow. But, half an hour later, walking to my car in the parking lot, | stopped short,
overcome suddenly by the feeling I’d deleted myself.

Then, some years ago, | was booked on a flight that got badly delayed at La
Guardia. There was some doubt whether, in fact, we’d be able to board a plane that day.
To kill time, | went wandering around the gate. At a kiosk, | met an Orthodox Jew,
booked on the same flight, who—in the midst of small talk—mentioned that if our plane
didn’t leave soon, he would be forced to spend the night sleeping on the airport floor, as
sundown would mark the beginning of Shabbos and he would at that point, due to the
injunction against performing labor on the sabbath, be unable to board the flight or book
a hotel. Naively, | offered my sympathies, and mentioned that | understood, as | too was
Jewish. The silence that followed was pained. Nothing was said, but in that moment, |1 am
ninety-nine percent sure that my Orthodox companion looked me up and down and

thought to himself, “Nu, so, this is a Jew?”
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What these anecdotes demonstrate is that, regardless of how powerfully Jewish
identity may be felt internally, still it requires some degree of deliberate performance to
be made legible; what is more, its legibility is conditional, dependent on the audience’s
receptivity, and whether any other ideological or cultural screens interpose themselves to
block or distort the transmission. These are, to be fair, the experiences of a largely
assimilated Jew. But it hardly matters. Even the markers of Orthodoxy must be
performed. In every encounter, it seems, Jewish legibility is at stake. This isa
problematic into which I hope to intervene. Not on a grand scale, and certainly not, God
forbid, to define Jewish identity, which I hope to leave as much as possible where it
belongs, i.e., in contention; no, rather | propose to define, or better to map, one strange
and fascinating corner of Jewishness, a single facet of Jewish cultural identity: and one
which lies reasonably within my purview as a scholar of Jewish literature and of modern
and contemporary American poetry. I’'m referring to the practice of Jewish poetics. Or
much more specifically, to modern Jewish American poetics.

Perhaps | should pause a moment to define poetics. Even Wikipedia offers a
reliable definition, stating that poetics refers to “the theory of structure, form, and
discourse within literature,” which really is quite serviceable. Poetics is the philosophy,
the theory or set of theories, that accounts for a given body of writerly behaviors: the
gestures, rhetorical moves, and tropes that attend the work of a given writer or group of
writers. It is, then, quite palpably, a matter of identity: of identity on paper, textual
identity. | propose to ask whether the Jewish poem has a legible identity of this sort.

I am far from the first to ask the question. Debates about the character of Jewish

poetry—what it is, what it does, how it relates to Judaism and to the surrounding
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culture—have been ongoing for... well, more-or-less forever. Even debates about the
character of Jewish American verse span several decades. The contemporary debate
arguably begins around 2003, which is when, at the behest of the American Jewish
Historical Society, Paul Miller and Charles Bernstein convened a conference they titled
“Secular Jewish Culture/Radical Poetic Practice.” The conference brought together a
range of Jewish scholars and poets to discuss the shape of the Jewish poem and its
relation to Jewish (secular) culture, and it inaugurated a renewed interest in the field of
Jewish poetics—which since the 1970s, when Cynthia Ozick and Harold Bloom brutally
(and wrongly) dismissed the entire canon of Jewish American verse as derivative, had
been languishing. The conference, however, blew the lid off, generating an anthology of
critical essays alongside a heap of related articles and books still in print today, some
twenty years on.

None of which, as it happens, agree on very much. Two Jews, five opinions, as
the old saying goes. So, the shape of Jewish poetics remains subject to contestation and
revision, riven by faults and lacunae (not least of which is the whole question of the
secular v. the religious—though | find the distinction to be somewhat overblown). | will
not resolve the debate, either in its entirety or in its particulars. But | will contribute to it.
However, the field of Jewish poetry is large, extending over several millennia and
passing through countless cultural matrices along the way. Consequently, a
comprehensive study is somewhat less than feasible given limitations of space, time, and
scope. Rather, | have elected to focus my investigation of Jewish poetics more narrowly
on the period of modernity, and on the Jewish modernisms emerging in America during

the beginnings of the twentieth century.



The choice is personal, corresponding to my areas of expertise and interest, but it
is also, | hope, pragmatic. Susan Handelman, in her groundbreaking work The Slayers of
Moses (1982), argues that during the early modern period, the field of American literature
begins to undergo what she calls a Jewish turn—that is, an acute adoption of heretofore
disallowed tendencies of interpretive and compositional praxis which bear significant
structural similarities to key concepts in the Jewish philosophy of language and in the
practice of rabbinical hermeneutics (that is, the explication of holy writ). In time,
Handelman claims, these tendencies would have direct bearing on the development of the
poststructural and deconstructive schools of critical theory and on the emergence of
postmodernity as the American cultural dominant.

My own argument is more limited, and | hope, somewhat more nuanced. | take
issue with the inherent triumphalism of Handelman’s argument, and with the notion that
either modernity or postmodernity can be read off as essentially Jewish endeavors—
though I also think Handelman’s argument may be considerably less essentializing than
some of her critics have claimed. Further, I acknowledge the vital importance of the
conceptual overlap she diagrams. And | think Handelman is basically correct that there is
a discernible Jewish turn happening in American culture in the modern period which does
indeed contribute to the advent of postmodernity; it’s just a more complicated and, in
some ways, tenuous turn than Handelman at times makes out. As a minor addendum, |
would suggest that Handelman’s Jewish turn can be traced not only through theory, her
preferred object of study, but through literature, and specifically through poetry. |
contend in this regard that the Jewish turn finds its start in the radically materialist

linguistic play engaged in by Jewish American poets—and gentile poets working in a



similar vein—nearly a century prior to the dawn of postmodernity proper. In this sense, it
might be worthwhile to speak of the long postmodern, a period extending back through
modernity, or earlier, to account for the development of those initially avant garde and,
again, notably proto-poststructuralist or quasi-deconstructive strains that would
eventually work their way into postmodernity.

But more importantly, | would also suggest that the Jewish turn cannot simply
have emerged from nowhere; it is, rather, linked to patterns of Jewish American
immigration, which spiked considerably between the mid-1800s and 1924, bringing a far
more intense Jewish cultural admixture to bear on the American scene and inaugurating
an intensive push for assimilation that would prove uniquely, though only partially,
destabilizing to the mainstream American cultural milieux. And that is because the real
culprit, if culprit is the word, behind Handelman’s Jewish turn is, in my assessment,
something Jonathan Freedman calls the cathexis to high culture, an assimilative process
by which newly minted American Jews looking to acquire the cultural capital necessary
to gain entry into the middle and upper-middle classes appended themselves—Iargely via
higher education—to the traditional aesthetic ideologies and canonical discourses of the
Western dispensation (Temple of Culture 13). It is due to this process, necessitated by the
assimilative drive affecting Americanizing Jews, that Jewish artists and intellectuals
found themselves in dialogue with an aesthetic philosophy that, it turns out, was not only
fundamentally at odds with Judaism, but which had already defined its own version of a
Jewish poetics and indeed its own version of the Jew. Navigating this prefiguration,
negotiating—or renegotiating—the terms of Jewish identity (whether textual or actual)

made available by the Western dispensation, became a central concern of Jewish
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American modernism, leading Jewish American poets of the period to engage the
Western dispensation in ways designed to detourn it, to reveal its limitations and to open
it to certain forbidden and decidedly other influences.

That is the story | hope to tell in the following pages. Rather than a broad
overview, however, | will opt for a single extended example. Perhaps the chief example
of the sort of detournment managed by Jewish poets of the period occurs with Louis
Zukofsky’s Poem Beginning ‘The’ (1928), an ars poetica and, in a sense a parody of,
though more accurately an answer to, the modernist problematics explored by T.S. Eliot
especially, if by no means exclusively, in The Waste Land (1922). Here, bouncing off
Eliot, Zukofsky lays out his own response to the crisis of modernity and the Jew’s
apparent place within it, and in the process creates a hybridized poetics, combining the
authentically or organically Jewish with the fantasy projections of Jewishness conjured
by the discourses of the West, which combination he then plays contrapuntally against
the dominant tradition—itself derived from a fusion of Greek and Christian aesthetic
philosophies—in order to agonistically refashion the whole of Western poetics in his
own, i.e., in Jewish, terms.

Zukofsky’s experiment in ‘The’ did not go unnoticed. It was published by no less
a critical personage than Ezra Pound in his magazine The Exile, a small publication, but
one that was nevertheless well established among the practitioners of the literary avant
garde—a key demographic given that we are discussing a cultural shift these very writers
had a hand in bringing about. Indeed, Zukofsky’s significance—if not his influence—is
considerable. As Mark Scroggins writes, borrowing from Henry James: Zukofsky

himself was ‘the first-generation [Jewish] American infusion into twentieth-century
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literature,” and would bring all the energy, vitality, and linguistic multiplicity of his
immigrant upbringing to bear upon the project of renovating English-language poetry”
(23). What is more, Zukofsky’s poem has proven indispensable to the development not
only of modern but of contemporary poetry as well. If the essays included in Radical
Poetics/Secular Jewish Culture (the anthology born out of Miller and Bernstein’s
conference) are anything to go by—wherein, according to the index, Zukofsky is
mentioned some twenty-two times in a range of different texts—the man is a fairly major
figure, having produced a body of work which in its contours articulates much that is now
part and parcel of Jewish American poetry and much too that contributed to the
development of the (non-denominational) L.A.N.G.U.A.G.E movement. All this to say
that if we wish to examine a figure or a poem emblematic of the Jewish turn in modernity
which also features considerable implications for our contemporary moment, Zukofsky
and ‘The’ seem an excellent fit, and as such will, some chapters from now, be dealt with
as the chief test cases for my developing theory of Jewish American modernist poetics.
But one really cannot comprehend modern American Jewish poetry without some
understanding of what it was reacting against. And one really ought not embark on a
study of Jewish poetics in any event without at least some sense of the various pitfalls
that attend such an investigation. With these caveats in mind, then, my study begins a few
steps away from its subject. I begin, in Chapter One, with a discussion of problems and
methods, an accounting and a charting through of the dangers inherent in theorizing a
Jewish poetics, including though not by any means limited to, the essentializing and

totalizing tendencies occasionally at work in Handelman’s analysis.
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In Chapters Two and Three, as a way of providing a context for the negotiations
modern American Jewish poets had to make with the Western tradition, | explore the
premodern roots of the antisemitic projections so often found in modernist writing—with
particular attention paid to three influential thinkers: St. Paul, St. Augustine of Hippo,
and Geoffrey Chaucer. Chapter Four, then, turns to modernity itself, to trace the influence
of premodern aesthetics on modernism and to limn the roles assigned to the Jew and the
Jewish in that discourse, with special reference to Wagner, James, Pound, and Eliot.

With Chapter Five | provide a theoretical discussion of Jewish American
modernist poetics to establish the core principles of that poetics and to better define the
relationship between emerging Jewish American poetic methodologies and those of
modernism proper. To test and elaborate my theory, and to ground it in some actual,
honest-to-God poetry, I move, in Chapter Six, to a detailed close reading of Zukofksy’s
Poem Beginning ‘The’, which as noted, articulates a pointed critique of modernism, not
least its imbrication with Platonic idealism, while at the same time plying (and
promoting) a Jewishly inflected poetics that deploys various language games to scramble
the established verities of modernism proper. Thus, the poem brings about a revisioning
of modernism, thereby, in as much as one poem can be said to prompt a shift in the
zeitgeist, conjuring Handelman’s Jewish turn quite nearly out of thin air.

Chapter Seven, meanwhile, moves outward to include two non-Jewish canonical
modernists—Wallace Stevens and H.D.—whose work appears to bear some
resemblances to both the Jewish philosophy of language and to Jewish interpretational or
compositional modes. The idea here is to explore the reach and influence of Jewish

poetics, and to ask whether (a) it is possible for a poem written by a gentile writer to
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behave Jewishly; (b) it is viable to read such a poem Jewishly, and (c) how a writer with
no stake in Judaism might come to write a ‘Jewish’ poem. There is, of course, a further
question: how to relate the Jewishly inflected work of writers like Stevens and H.D to
Jewish poetics on the one hand or to its fantasy doppelganger on the other so as to
determine to what extent they too are engaged in affecting a Jewish turn in modernism.
The conclusion then considers the implications of the study for poetics specifically and
criticism broadly.

What, though, is the ultimate utility of this project? What is it for? What does it
do? Well, for one thing it expands the purview of Handelman’s analysis and adds further
evidence to her theorized Jewish turn. For another it complicates that analysis, arguing
the turn is not an entirely organic affair. It emerges rather out of a negotiation between
Jewish writers and thinkers and their own distorted reflections, as projected onto them by
a modernist discourse infected with an ancient revulsion, to wit: a revulsion of the other,
expressly a revulsion of the Jew. And it involves too the work of non-Jewish writers. In
some cases, these gentile modernists made organic connections to Jewish culture, while
in others their experiments with Jewish methodologies or with Jewish compositional
modes was derived directly from the same artificial and ironically, antisemitic projections
of the Western imagination Jewish writers themselves had to contend with. And so, the
Jewish turn turns out to be ‘Jewish’ in some very strange and unexpected ways, indeed.

Of course, the project also contributes to an understanding of the nature of Jewish
poetics and its relation to mainstream American poetry. In this regard, | argue that, per
Handelman, core concepts in Jewish American modernist poetics derive from religious

precepts in Judaism while also paralleling the Jewish philosophy of language and the
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practice of rabbinical hermeneutics, in particular its radical textual materialism—that is,
its openness to language games as a legitimate source of meaning making, as well as its
openness to contradiction, paradox, polyvocality, and the deferral of telos. And yet
simultaneously, the Jewish poem, or rather the modern Jewish American poem, engages a
complex play with its own shadow self, appropriating and complicating its Western
discursive counterpart, appropriating and complicating on the one hand the
methodologies of modernism as well as, on the other, those anxious fantasies of cultural
Judaization that in so many cases underpin modernist writing. In keeping with a theory of
poetic trouble floated by Maeera Y. Shreiber, the modern American Jewish poem
aggravates the wound of its origin (2).

On a related note, the project offers up a unique reading of Zukofsky’s ‘The’
which synthesizes and extends critiques conducted by John Tomas, Sandra Kumamoto
Stanley, and Maeera Y. Shreiber to situate the poem both as emblematic of Handelman’s
Jewish turn and as expressive of it. Meanwhile, in its work with Zukofsky and with non-
Jewish modernists, the project contributes to a debate began by Hank Lazer, in the pages
of Radical Poetics/Secular Jewish Culture, regarding the materiality of the Jewish poem.
The question Lazer asks is whether a Jewish poem becomes legibly Jewish in its behavior
rather than by measure of its content or by way of its author’s provenance. As a hokey
test of what Lazer feels to be a fundamental flaw in this argument, he offers up a reading
of Fanny Howe, wherein he argues that the Catholic poet is writing extremely Jewishly
(18-31). Lazer is being ironic, but the thing is, it really is possible for non-Jewish poets to

write Jewishly, because the Jewish poem really is material. And not only material in that
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it engages the materiality of language, but also in the sense that it refers to a quantifiable
set of linguistic behaviors, which anyone can pick up and play with, for good or ill.

Finally, in the theory of the punctum, or wound, which provides a major theme
for the study, but which comes up most significantly in my discussion of the relation
between Jewish poetics and Western culture, and then again in the consideration of
implications in the conclusion, the project offers what | hope are useful observations
regarding the anti-hegemonic potential of othered literatures, which while often caught up
in a cycle of repression and return may yet at times disrupt that cycle, and even turn it
ever so slightly against itself.

But to go back to Safron Foer for a moment, and to the tragicomic scene of the
absent or missing scar, what | think this project is finally about is an attempt to recognize
the wound. The story of Jewish poetics is in a sense the story of a wound... an invisible
or occluded wound, one that inheres in the Western psyche as a result of its own subject
formation, as the advent of Christianity split the developing West from its Judaic roots;
the violence of that rupture left a scar: one that has long since been treated and so is
sometimes difficult to see. Yet the pain of that remembered trauma leaves a trail that can
be tracked through the discourses of Western aesthetics into the discourses of modernism,
and then backwards through the intervention of Jewish poets, writers, artists, who
adopted that aesthetic as a twin of their own, so that at long last they might make

themselves legible even in the borrowed clothes of a discourse that had expelled them.
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1 Reading the Jew in the Modern

Any critic wishing to trace Jewishness within modernist aesthetics has a problem.
The problem is that the procedure has already been executed, and not kindly, within the
discourses of antisemitism. As Neil Levi points out in the introduction to Modernist Form
and the Myth of Jewification (2014), “the antisemitic interpretation of modernist form is
integral to the history of European modernism” (3). I would add that it is integral to the
history of American modernism as well, for—as we shall see—the selfsame interpretive
framework is everywhere on display in the works of a number of significant American
modernists, even if it is taken more or less on loan from British and European writers.

Whichever side of the Atlantic one looks to, though, the broad topology of this
interpretive impulse remains relatively stable. The general argument runs as follows: the
formal innovations of so-called modern art, regardless of type or genre, figure forth the
debilitating infection of a once robust Anglo-European cultural tradition by a “mobile,
dangerous, pervasive, and contagious Jewish spirit” (Levi 3); they are an expression, in
short, of the Judaization of that tradition. Judaization, meanwhile, is both symptom and
cause of an imagined catastrophe defined by “a radical loss of social, cultural, and
subjective integrity, coherence, autonomy, and self-possession” rooted in the sphere of
aesthetic value but metastasizing through the whole of the body politic (Levi 5).

As Levi notes, described in these terms, this catastrophe appears the very image
of modernity itself; however, Levi also points out that antisemitic critics have been at

pains to disrupt that comparison, “consistently taking modernist form to be Jewish



because it belongs to, draws upon, or reverts to an inert past, either moribund or dead,
and refuses to recognize the needs of the present and the demands of the future (5). In this
way, the antisemitic critiqgue of modernist form draws upon the discourse of
supersessionism to “contest the terrain of modernism” by dissociating the modern from
the modernist; that is to say, by criticizing all those works and forms we associate today
with modernist art and literature as somehow improperly modern (Levi 5). For Levi, the
crucial point is this:

in the antisemitic interpretation, modernist form is identified with the figure of the

Jew insofar as both modernism and the Jews are regarded as matter out of place—

to cite the anthropologist Mary Douglas’s famous definition of dirt—meaning, in

this instance, that which does not belong within the aesthetic sphere, the nation-

state, or the realm of human culture. (Levi 6)

But if contemporary attempts, including my own, to interpret modernist form as
somehow Jewish would of necessity reject both the supersessionist and abject-ifying
aspects of the antisemitic critique, there is nevertheless a disturbing and unavoidable
connection between them. Scott Spector, in his article “Modernism without Jews: A
Counter-Historical Argument” (2006), makes this exact point, noting a structural
similarity between what he calls antisemitic antimodernism and its “philosemitic
triumphalist counterpart” (616). Both readings, he explains, rely upon “a story of [the
Jews’] emancipation-assimilation-integration where presence immediately becomes
omnipresence, and participation becomes hegemony (of a surreptitious kind), leading to

the emergence of modernism” (616). Spector also notes that both positions are



“dependent on the twin premises that modernism is Jewish, and yet that modernism’s
Jewishness is somehow hidden and needs to be revealed” (616).

For his part, Levi concurs, though the structural similarity is less important to him
than what he feels to be a fallacy at work in both positions, namely that they each “posit
Jewishness as a kind of abstract essence” and then proceed to draw “unmediated
analogies and identifications” (6) between modernist aesthetic practice and a set of
fundamentally fetishized notions of Jewishness: e.g. Talmud-like commentary, diasporic
dispersal of meaning, [and] a complex engagement with the biblical Second
Commandment” (13). The danger, then, in undertaking a Jewish reading of modernism is
that one ends up simply inverting the terms of the antisemitic reading while reifying its
premises and methodology.

And this is not the only problem critics engaged in a Jewish reading of modernism
must account for, though it may well be the most significant and potentially damning.
Still another problem arises from the way in which the project is imbricated with the
imperatives of the contemporary moment. First, there is a need—common to much
postwar thought—to distance both critic and culture from the specter of antisemitism
through a series of “pollution rituals,” one of which involves the performance of a
reactionary philosemitism that lauds certain canonical modernists, such as Joyce or
Beckett, as “non-Jewish Jews, as Judaic authors” (Levi 10). This “phobic approach” to
modernism, as Levi calls it, produces Jewishness as a panacea, a rhetorical move which,
since Jewishness in the antimodern critique is a disease, clearly falls into the category of

inversions warned against by Levi and Spector alike.



The second issue involves the need, on the part of assimilated American and
European Jewry, to enact a return to or recovery of Jewishness. That impulse is well
documented by Jules Chametzky and his fellow editors in “Wandering and Return,” the
fourth section of their Jewish American Literature: A Norton Anthology (2001).
Chametzky et al. point out that, though Jews are at this moment in American history
“deeply embedded in the social structures of [the] nation.... the success of acculturation
has led to rapid assimilation and has posed a serious threat to the welfare of the Jewish
American community” (979). The same could be said, though not perhaps with the same
intensity, of European Jewry. Responses to this threat, while wildly varied, nevertheless
speak to a widespread “determination to reclaim Jewishness as a way of organizing one’s
experience” (986). As Jonathan Freedman explains in The Temple of Culture (2000), this
determination is often expressed in attempts to “reify Jewish identity as a way of coping
with its always-already-de-essentialized reality” (25).

One characteristic example of such an attempt can be seen in what Bob Perelman
has called “genealogical back-formation”: a process by which writers and critics in search
of an authenticating Jewish hook upon which to hang an innovative aesthetic or critical
praxis (such as modernism) look into the ancient past and discover that Jews have long
been aesthetic and critical innovators; or alternatively, in an equally problematic move,
they rewrite or revise the modernist canon in ways that activate its supposed latent
“Jewishness” so as to recast their own engagement with modernism not as a form of
assimilation but rather as a gesture of Jewish continuity (“Addendum: On the Jewish

Question” 52). Any conclusions drawn through such a procedure, however, would—Ilike



those drawn from the phobic approach—be subject to charges of circularity and
ahistoricism.

Given the pitfalls enumerated so far in theorizing a relation between Jewishness
and modernism, it would not be too surprising if critics simply washed their hands of the
whole enterprise. Yet one cannot resolve that Jewishness and modernity are
incommensurate, or that Jewish and modernist aesthetic practice did not coincide
provocatively within the modern cultural milieu. For one thing, such a resolution
reiterates the antisemitic critique, marking the Jewish as matter-out-of-place within the
field of modernist studies. For another, the claim is patently false. Jewish culture does not
exist in a vacuum; nor can it be contained in a ghetto. Cultural cross-pollination is
inherent to the diasporic condition, or else why the concerns about Judaization and/or
assimilation in the first place? That Jewish cultural producers wrestled with the conceits
of the modernist aesthetic program and that their innovations upon that program might
have played a role in its historical development hardly seems a radical position to take.
Indeed, as Levi, drawing on the work of Amir Eshel and Todd Presner, acknowledges:
there are Jewish modernisms, bodies of work operating at once within the modernist and
Jewish aesthetic traditions which, by dint of their hybridity, open up new possibilities for
both (13).

Still, one must be wary. The hazards of inversion, of reification, of fetishization
are real, as are the lures of revisionist apologetics and genealogical wish fulfillment. They
are not to be ignored or waved away. How then to proceed? How can critics prod uctively

theorize the Jewish as it came to inhere in the modern?



Contradictory as it may seem, the first thing to do is dispense with the notion of
‘the Jewish’ itself, which is to say: do away with the idea of an essential Jewishness or
essential Jewish aesthetic that one might locate within the interstices of modernism as
one locates lost keys between couch cushions. Put plainly: Jewish identity and praxis are
too fractious and contentious for that. As Jonathan Freedman has it, “Jewishness... is an
endless dispute—a quarrel—that has been going on since at least the destruction of the
Second Temple and that doubtless preceded it” (Temple of Culture 26). One need not
search overlong for examples. The Talmud comes to mind aptly enough as a centuries
deep palimpsest of overlapping interpretive and legal disputes. Therein—whatever
resolutions are tentatively reached—the opposing opinion is always recorded and, even in
the case of the starkest disagreements, as for instance those between Hillel and Shammai,
it is said: “Elu v'elu divrei Elohim Chayim,” these and these are the words of the living
God. Or one might recall the biblical story of Jacob who, in a story central to Jewish self-
conception, struggled with the nameless angel and was himself renamed Yisrael, the God
wrestler.

Clearly, a certain antinomian agonism inheres in Judaism, as does a radical
embrace of contradiction and indeterminacy. It is tempting therefore to imagine the
Jewish as commensurate with a quasi-postmodernist or proto-poststructuralist de-
essentializing impulse. And yet, to do so is to ignore the equally powerful and opposite
impulse to shore up Jewish identity against the forces that would dissolve it. That impulse
too has a robust history, trackable from the Babylonian exile, when the rabbis, responding
to the Jews’ displacement, “shifted the locus of Jewishness from a land -based to a

matrilineal matrix of identity,” on through the Enlightenment, when the Wissenschaft der



Judenthums sought a rational, scientific basis for Jewishness and the Hassidim responded
with a full-throated espousal of pure mysticism, and into our contemporary moment,
where ethnic, religious, cultural, and civilizational accounts of Jewishness abound, each
insisting on their absolute rightness, their own exclusive reality (Freedman, Temple of
Culture 26).

We cannot then position Jewishness as either this or that: a stable, unified
tradition or a diffuse, self-deconstructing one; it is neither. It is both—Eu v elu, as the
rabbis say. This is why the notion of Jewishness as dispute is so helpful, providing as it
does “a field on which a collective identity can be forged, then broken and remade”
(Freedman, Temple of Culture 27). The appeal of Freedman’s definition is that it allows
for multiple formulations of Jewishness and presumes that any given formulation will
remain contingent and contested, as well as temporary. Utilizing Freedman’s definition
enables critics to avoid the fetishized construction of Jewishness as abstract essence
which Levi warns so vehemently against, taking an approach intended not to uncover
some ultimate Jewishness hidden in the workings of the modern, but instead to observe
the disputed and disputing Jewishnesses emerging from the encounter between particular
Jewish artists and the aesthetic field of modernism, and then to put those Jewishnesses in
conversation with each other in order to see what common valences for discussing a
Jewish approach to modernist aesthetics become available (as well as what sites of
tension exist). Whatever picture of Jewishness critics develop from those observations
should be understood as entirely utilitarian or heuristic, rather than as in some way

ontologically binding.



So much for the Jew as essence, then. Or almost. Because the problem inheres not
only in the act of analyzing Jewish modernisms, but in the very selection of which texts
to analyze. One presumes that a Jewish aesthetics emerges from a Jewish text. But what
on earth is a Jewish text? A text produced by a Jew? But then, who is a Jew? And is the
identity of the author really equivalent to the identity of the text? So, we find ourselves
back where we started, with the necessity of defining—and the risk of overdetermining—
Jewishness. There is no way around the question, nor any straightforward answers. What
I would like to propose is not an answer to the question of who qualifies as a Jew or what
qualifies as Jewishness, but rather a theory of entanglements. It is my contention that one
may be or become entangled in Jewish identity and its various disputes in multiple
overlapping and even competing ways, and that it is through these entanglements that
critics might recognize a text or its author as legibly Jewish.

The issue of a text’s entanglement with Jewishness may prove easier to parse than
that of a flesh and blood person. Indeed, Joshua Louis Moss provides a reasonable
taxonomy of Jewish textual entanglement in his Why Harry Met Sally: Subversive
Jewishness, Anglo-Christian Power, and the Rhetoric of Modern Love (2017). Moss’
taxonomy combines criteria developed by a range of disparate critics—including Nathan
Abrams, Susan Gillman, Henry Bial, Joseph Litvak, Daniel Boyarin, Erin Gradd Zivin,
Hasia Diner, Deborah Dash Moore, Ella Shohat, Karen Brodkin, and others—and as such
presents a suitably inclusive set of lenses through which to discern the various ways a
text may be read as plausibly Jewish.

According to Moss, to speak of a text as Jewish may mean, first, that the text

contains explicitly Jewish characters or explicitly Jewish themes. Alternatively, it may



also mean that the text behaves or performs in a way that, by dint of convention (cultural,
rhetorical, linguistic, et al), readers can readily identify as Jewish. Or it may mean that
Jewishness provides a necessary interpretive context for the work. Any one of these
criteria is sufficient, but it should be noted that they are likely to exist in combination or
even in competition with each other. In keeping with Moss’ increasingly abstracted
progression, then, we may imagine that a Jewish text is any text in which Jewishness,
either explicitly or by implication, has some significant bearing on the text’s construction
of meaning (10-11), which is to say that a Jewish text is a text in which the presence or
(conspicuous) absence of the Jew functions as an integral part of the text’s semiotic
apparatus, and wherein the representation or non-representation of Jewishness is
therefore fundamentally at stake.

So far so good. However, it must be noted that in this construction it does not
actually matter whether the text in question has been produced by a Jew. This is by
design. As Moss notes: “author intent and auteur theory are... deemphasized in this
study. I do not view work produced by Jewish-born writers, directors, musicians and
other artists as Jewish simply because of their personal biography” (14). But while Moss’
approach has the advantage of scope, it will not serve here. To speak of Jewish culture,
Jewish aesthetics, or Jewish modernisms is to invoke the language of ethnography, and
for an ethnographic study to have coherence requires that the artifacts or texts analyzed
be created by members of the culture under scrutiny—otherwise the object of study will
be obscured, even lost. As such, it seems unavoidable that if we are to speak of Jewish
modernisms, we must speak not only of Jewish texts, but also of Jewish authors. Which is

to say of Jews, of members of the tribe.
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I use the word “tribe” advisedly, as Jews have never fit easily into the categories
which the rationalizing projects of the Enlightenment and of burgeoning European and
American nationalism sought to fit them. Despite my framing of this project as
ethnographic, Jewishness is not at last reducible to ethnicity, nor to the expression of
religious faith, nor to racial identity, nationality, or language. Jews speak a range of
languages: Hebrew, Yiddish, Ladino, and others. We are multinational, multiracial,
multiethnic. As for religion, from a Halachic perspective (that is, the perspective of
Jewish law) a Jew remains a Jew regardless of whether she or he professes a particular set
of beliefs or maintains a given set of proscribed practices. The tribe, as it were, has fuzzy
boundaries—and they tend to shift depending on which specific Jewish community, or
which individual Jew, one is talking to.

Which is not to say Jewish identity has no boundaries. It is, in the end, a structure
of belonging. Perhaps we may say, tentatively, that Jews are a people, a family, held
together by a shared story, mythological and historical, a shared ethics, rooted in mitzvot!
and in the prophetic call to “do justly, love mercy, and walk humbly,” a shared hope for a
more fair and equitable world, and a shared respect for reason, argument, and doubt
(Shapiro “One Foot Judaism” 4). To this list, one also ought to append the notion of a
shared culture, including a shared, if wildly varying, set of customs, traditions, and
folkways. Jews are Jews because their sense of subjectivity, their sense of self, in
whatever combination and to whatever degree, is bound up with and emerges from an

ongoing entanglement with and dispute over these five things (give or take).

! Literally, “commandments,” meaning the 613 commandments laid out in the Torah.
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I am aware, of course, that there is a certain irony in my attempt to delimit the
parameters of my discussion of Jewish identity and textuality. Earlier, | argued that this
was precisely what one ought not to do. To the charge of contradiction, I can only plead
guilty. But construction of these terms is nonetheless necessary if one is to make
curatorial choices at all. In gathering a body of texts to analyze, one must have some
criteria for selection. So, as this study is concerned, Jewishness of text or person will be
treated as a porous, shifting, unstable category, made (more or less) legible by
engagement with the set of entanglements outlined above. To extend the point, if we are
to theorize a Jewish poetics, we really have no choice but to define one, even at the risk
of falling into overdeterminization or fetishization because, while these are real risks, we
shall see that in the history of Western aesthetics, the category of the Jewish has long
been overdetermined and fetishized in exactly the way Spector and Levi complain of.
Yet, counterintuitively, it is precisely this fact that enables both the emergence of Jewish
modernisms and a Jewish revisioning of the modernist tradition. The fetish and the real
are oddly connected in this case. That said, my defining a Jewish poetics, like my
selection of authors, ought to be understood as provisional rather than absolute, and the
theoretical apparatus | have deployed can and should be subject to critique and revision.

A further caveat: despite my concern with selection, which I maintain remains an
important issue for any study of Jewish poetics, this particular study of Jewish American
poetry has been limited to a single major figure: Louis Zukofksy. Zukofsky is a
compelling choice not least because, as a poet-critic in the Eliotic mold, he self-
consciously interrupted modernist aesthetics and revised them in Jewish terms; what is

more, his early masterwork, Poem Beginning ‘The’ is an ars poetica, limning a unique
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theory of Jewish modernist poetics. And that theory, that methodology, had some
meaningful effects, giving rise to the Objectivist school, the most significant intervention
into English-language modernism by any group of Jewish writers working in the early
20™ century. In the intervening decades, meanwhile, Zukofsky’s ouvre has become a
critical trove for those critics, like myself, interested in exploring modern and
contemporary Jewish poetics. With that said, then, Zukofsky ought to serve well enough
as exemplar. His work, ‘The’ in particular, will act as a test case for my developing
theory of Jewish modernist poetics and its relation to literary modernism.

Since | have expounded a definition of what may constitute Jewishness in
literature, it is both natural and necessary to float a definition of modernism as well. The
parameters in this case are well established. Modernism is that movement in culture and
the arts that emerged in the late 19t and early 20" centuries (roughly between 1890 and
1945) in response to the widespread sense of existential crisis brought on by the various
social, scientific, philosophical, political, and technological upheavals of the period. It is
typified, obviously, by works (to choose only those most relevant to this study) including
T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land and Ezra Pound’s Cantos, as well as works like Wallace
Stevens’ Harmonium and H.D.’s Trilogy, alongside an array of other texts. Modernism is,
of course, a wide umbrella term encompassing an array of at times irreconcilable
aesthetic and intellectual positions, but there are certain features or conditions that
provide commonality: e.g. the idea that ‘the modern’ is constituted by a radical break
with the past, its traditions, its thought, its ways of living, and its modes of
representation; also, the idea that modern subjectivity is typified by alienation; the idea

that community has become atomized; the idea that the experience of daily life has



13

become fragmented and abstract. Modernist aesthetics express, comment upon, and
reproduce these conditions, largely by means of extreme formal experimentation: be it
Cubist, Futurist, Surrealist, Dadaist, Imagist, Objectivist, Vorticist, what-have-you. It
should go without saying that this is merely a thumbnail sketch of modernism and of
modernist aesthetics. Scholars have devoted countless pages to exploring the subject in
minute detail and from every conceivable angle; and there are of course any number of
internal debates to contend with as well—debates which may well have some bearing on
this study. But in so far as it is necessary to establish a baseline definition, one hopes this
small gesture should suffice.

At this point, we have parsed the question of the Jewish (and the modern) and
outlined an approach that hopefully avoids (though perhaps only nearly) the risk of
overdetermination or essentialization endemic to anti and philosemitic criticism alike.
But to adequately address the problems associated with theorizing the imbrication of the
Jewish and the modern, a second reconceptualizing move is necessary. We must rethink
antisemitism, particularly the role it played in the development of modernism. That role
is complicated, multivalent, and contradictory, but whatever else one may say of it, it had
the effect of materializing the Jew at the center of modernism’s formal enterprise. As
Levi has it: “both aesthetic modernism and modern antisemitism seek formal solutions to
the problem of how to render intelligible the experience of modernity” (4). In each case,
the solution arrives in the figure of the Jew, which:

provides both a personification and an explanation of otherwise unrepresentable,

disorienting experiences that, in modernity, are associated with a kind of crisis,
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whether subject formation, transformations in economic, political, and aesthetic

value, or the experience of change itself. (9)

In this formulation, the Jew becomes the primary metaphorical vehicle for working
through the various crises of modernity; or at least, certain ideas about Jewishness. The
Jew produced by aesthetic modernism and modern antisemitism is, naturally, not an
actual Jew, but a negative projection: i.e., a residual image expelled from the self,
representing whatever aspects of the self a subject is incapable of incorporating (Levi 7).
The Jew is rendered as a fantasy repository for whatever appears intolerable or
existentially threatening about modernity, i.e., a manifestation of the abject. How critics
and artists respond to or work with that figure may be understood as symptomatic of their
negotiation with the peculiar anxieties that append their experience of the modern
condition.

The theory of projection is a useful one. It goes a long way to explaining how, for
instance, “modernist works of art and literature that were neither by nor about Jews came
to be understood as Jewish” in the antisemitic imaginary (Levi 4). And it goes a long way
to explaining why the figure of the Jew plays such a persistent role in the works of
various canonical modernists. It is also useful in that it allows critics to treat the figure of
the Jew discursively, and thus to interpret the deployments of the Jew in modern art more
subtly, alive to the particular incorporations, appropriations, revisions, inversions, and
disavowals that mark a given work’s relation to that discourse.

Yet the theory of projection and the discursive approach it facilitates are not
entirely adequate ways to theorize a link between the Jewish and the modern as they tend

to leave Jews off to one side. Under the auspices of projection, the image of the Jew is an
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entirely circular construction, and Jews—real ones—have no part in it, though they can
and have been victimized by it. But as Stephen Beller argues in Antisemitism: A Very
Short Introduction (2015), this arrangement minimizes the “complex dialectic” involved
in the development of antisemitism which, however uncomfortable it is to acknowledge,
was in fact “influenced by the actual condition and behavior of actual Jews” (3). The
same might be claimed for modernism, whose formal and rhetorical engagement with the
figure of the Jew cannot finally be divorced from the historical context in which it
emerged: a context that included (in America) a massive flood of actual Jewish
immigration and (in Europe and America) the accelerating movement of actual Jews from
the margins and into the mainstream of society.

This is not to say, by any means, that Jews are to be held responsible for
antisemitism, modern or otherwise. Such a position would be repugnant. It is rather to
insist that one not absent Jews from the discussion. For, after all, to imagine projection as
pure fantasy is to unduly privilege the projecting subject over the object of projection.
And there is something to be said about that object. As Levi argues, no two objects of
projection are quite alike. They are material, having certain properties that enable, or
disable, a specific range of mimetic operations. In Levi’s terms, they are screens, and as
with ordinary projection screens, their qualities shape the image produced upon them
(Levi 7). An image projected on a brick wall is not the same as an image projected on
fabric, an image projected on a green fabric is not the same as an image projected on red,
or black, or white. Just so, constructions of the Jew in the modern imaginary (whether
anti or philosemitic) cannot but contend with, and respond to, the fabric of modern

Jewish life, i.e., the lived conditions and cultural practices of actual modern Jews. Not
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that this projection has any true fidelity to its object; it doesn’t. But it should be
acknowledged that even as the projective apparatus externalizes the un-incorporable from
the subject, it also appropriates, exaggerates, and distorts those features of the object that
can be bent to its purpose.

Yet even this reformulated theory of projection is not quite sufficient. For in
imagining the projective object as a passive receptacle for the subject’s fantasy, it
neglects the ways in which that object inevitably responds to the projection placed upon
it. It might be better to think of the projective object not as a plain fabric screen, but as
one with reactive properties, like the thermochromic fabrics currently used by Nike and
Converse to produce shoes whose color shifts when they are exposed to heat. Granted,
the analogy is a bit facetious; however, the point is not. And the point is that there is a
reciprocal relation between the fantasy projections of antisemitism, or of the antisemitic
critique of modernism, and Jewish artists’ and writers’ negotiations with both modernism
and modernist aesthetics.

How could there not be? After all, as Freedman explains, because fantasies of the
Jew played a crucial role in the construction of modernism and its archetypes, they acted
with figuring force upon Jews assimilating into the modernist milieu. It was in part by
“donning the garb” provided for them by modernism’s projective gentile fantasies of
Jewishness that Jews themselves found entry into the culture industries of the twentieth
century and negotiated a place for themselves in the field of Anglo-American high
culture (Freedman, Temple of Culture 8). Or, as Tamar Garb writes:

The “Jew in the Text” of Western culture... permeates the speech of actual Jews,

those men and women negotiating the crisis of modernity from their position as
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Jewish subjects, speaking in... [a] borrowed tongue and from a body on which
was [already] inscribed their ineluctable difference. (“Modernity, Identity,
Textuality” 27)

The point is well taken. Just as we cannot afford to imagine Jewishness as eternal,
essential, or even ontologically stable, we also cannot afford to imagine it as existing
somehow outside of or isolated from the developments of Western cultural discourse. It
is, in fact, intimately bound up with that discourse. As David Nirenberg demonstrates in
Anti-Judaism, both the Jew and Judaism have long been impressed into rhetorical service
in Western discourse as a sort of antipodal semiotic category, under the rubric of which
all manner of oppositions may be arranged and managed (Nirenberg 1-6). In this
capacity, Jewishness has been critical. The encounter with Jewishness “should not,”
Nirenberg writes, “be understood as some archaic or irrational closet in the vast edifices
of Western thought. It [is] rather one of the basic tools with which that edifice was
constructed” (6). To be a Jew in the West, then, is to be imbricated in that anti-Jewish
discourse and so—out of pure necessity—to articulate oneself through it.

Now, there is a very old and very unfortunate tendency in writing about Jews’
negotiations with and within Western culture to fall back on the figure of the self-hating
Jew: the Jew who internalizes the Western construction of Jewish difference and comes
to embody it. I have no desire to reiterate that tired trope. Yet Garb and Freedman are
correct. Jews “had to come to terms with the patterns of thought that constructed them,”
i.e., with the discourses that framed Jewishness in the Western imaginary and that
authorized a Jewish presence within certain cultural and social spheres. If we are

speaking of modernity, this means navigating a complicated legacy: threading the needle
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of thought about Jews from Paul to the German Enlightenment, up through Mathew
Arnold and his contemporaries, and on through Wagner, James, Eliot, and Pound
(Freedman, Temple of Culture 20).

One should note too, that this intellectual legacy includes both anti and
philosemitic iterations of the Jew. This is crucial. The antisemitic imagination was not
alone in shaping the fantasies of Jewishness that Jews negotiated as they sought a place
within modernity. Philosemitism played a part as well. Indeed, for this reason Bryan
Cheyette, in Constructions of the Jew in English Literature and Society (1993), eschews
the anti/philo distinction entirely—along with its built-in moral judgments—preferring
instead to speak of a broader Semitic discourse which encompasses both (xii).

Such a move is advantageous, because as Freedman and Cheyette each note, the
philosemitic imaginary positions the Jew as a stand-in for the modern artist, whereas the
antisemitic imaginary bars Jews from the role by positioning them as poseurs or parasites.
It is inevitable that, to come to voice within the precincts of aesthetic modernism, Jewish
modernists would have to parse the tensions and contradictions of their dual positioning.
Only by examining the operations of both discourses, then, alongside Jews’ interactions
with them, can critics fully account for the complexity of the Jewish cathexis to
modernism. This then will be my approach: to historicize the emergence of Jewish
modernisms by reading them not only as engaging with the texts and practices of the
particular Jewish communities of the period, but also as responding to—assimilating,
revising, rejecting—elements of the Western Semitic discourse in which they were

enmeshed.
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This approach may also help to better account for the repetitions and inversions
that critics such as Levi and Spector have observed within those readings of modernism,
which, like my own, seek to link its formal experimentation with certain ideas about
Jewishness. Since Jewish modernisms emerge in negotiation with Semitic discourse,
traces of that discourse may well remain in—or wholly make up—the individual texts of
those modernisms. For critics to point this out is no error. So while it may be quite true,
for instance, that the comic deformations of English performed by Leo Rosten’s 1937
immigrant character Hyman Kaplan? recall, on the one hand, the antisemitic idea, floated
by Wagner and Eliot (amongst others), that the Jew is somehow anti-language, and on the
other, the postmodern and poststructuralist image of the Jew as a figure of linguistic free
play, this does not mean that Rosten has either, in the former case, internalized the tropes
of antisemitism or, in the latter, enabled a philosemitic fantasy. Nor should it mean that
critics who point out that Kaplan’s play with English recalls certain interpretive practices
typical of rabbinic Torah study be accused of importing that reading into the text out of
some preformed anti or philosemitic framework.

Rosten does in fact position the Jew as synonymous with semiotic slippage and
the free play of signifiers. He does so precisely because his character, Kaplan,
materializes at the intersection between the discourses of antisemitic antimodernism and
rabbinical hermeneutics, both of which, though with entirely different emphases, put a
premium on the Jewish propensity for language games. Rosten’s Kaplan thus finds

himself in the midst of an impossible articulation, for it is in the presumptively

2 By way of example, Kaplan refers to Shakespeare as Shakesbeer and poetry as poyetry; also, following
Yiddish pronunciation, he mistakes ceaser for scissor and vice versa; tehse sort of errors are typical of the
character and pepper his dialogue whenever he speaks.
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assimilative and self-effacing gesture of adopting standard American English that he
most eloquently, if paradoxically, reveals his entanglement with the particularities of
Jewish identity. Yet that identity cannot be recognized for what it is; it appears only as
aberration or error—malapropism, mispronunciation, a mangling of syntax—and only
becomes legible when made subject to the terms of a Semitic discourse that would reify
or erase it. This is the heart of Kaplan’s problem, as well as of the problem of the Jewish
cathexis to modernity which Rosten wishes his readers to consider: Kaplan the would -be
American, the not-a-Jew, who in the very act of not-a-Jewing, Jews himself anew; and
then again Kaplan-the-Jew, the Jew-qua-Jew, but one whose Jewishness cannot be
authorized or authenticated except by recourse to a set of contrived and constraining
“Jewish” tropes pulled from the dominant culture. To paraphrase Monty Python, “They
did the nose and the hat,” indeed.

This, to borrow from Isaac Rosenfeld, is the situation of the Jewish modernist,
perhaps even the very condition of Jewish modernity: a condition of belatedness (shared
by any number of marginalized peoples at different points in history) in which one is
tasked with speaking oneself into subjectivity using a quasi-alien discourse within which
one has always already been subject-ed. What results from this condition is, as Freedman
explains, a “dialectical wrestling” expressed—in the case of Jewish modernists—through

an interlocking series of affinities, contradictions, reversals, and ironic

accommodations, all of which involve a shifting, ramifying relation between at
least three terms: assimilating Jews who seek to enter the terrain of high culture;
ideas and ideals of culture and art that significantly trope or were themselves

constructed in relation to Jewishness... and a prevalent but shifting anti-Semitic
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cultural dispensation particularly but not exclusively among the elites who formed

the center of intellectual and literary culture (Freedman, Temple of Culture 54)
Parsing the complexities of these relations is the job of any critic who wishes to analyze
Jewish modernisms, and in addition, any critic wishing to analyze the figure of the Jew as
deployed within modernism more generally, for as Jewish writers and artists worked the
figure of the Jew, they produced new figurations which then shaped the perceptions and
uses of the Jew in works by Jewish and gentile artists alike.

Regardless, the point is that the repetitions and inversions of Semitic discourse
warned against by Levi, Spector, and others can be best understood by contextualizing
them as part of Freedman’s dialectical wrestling match: first, by seeing them as an innate
part of the work performed by the texts under analysis, and second by seeing them as a
continuation of that wrestling in a new context. Freedman does exactly this in the latter
half of The Temple of Culture when he turns his attention to investigating the ways in
which Jewish critics of the post-war period treated the work of Henry James—a writer for
whom the figure of the Jew performed a crucial function. Their work, according to
Freedman, is marked as much by the assimilative pressures of the Academy—a space
“whose operative ideals and dominant style of response were white, Anglo-Saxon,
Protestant and centered on narratives of Anglo-Saxon identity and authority”—as it is by
the need of these newly minted Jewish academics to push back against and transform that
space in ways that might accommodate their Jewishness (Temple of Culture 158).
Criticism is not after all without motive, nor is it separable from his