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O
bservers

have
com

m
ented

frequently
in

recent
years

about
the

proliferation
of

Jew
ish

im
ages

w
ithin

A
m

erican
popular

culture.
Television,m

ovies,even
com

ic
books,now

routinely
feature

Jew
ish

characters
and

them
es.O

ften
dom

inated
historically

by
Jew

ish
cre-

atorsand
artistsseem

ingly
eitherem

barrassed
by

theirJew
ish

identi-
ty

or
convinced

that
it

w
ould

never
capture

the
interest

of
the

A
m

erican
public,popular

culture
rem

ained
barren

of
Jew

ish
por-

traits
for

decades.Today,by
contrast,virtually

every
popular

m
edi-

um
contains

a
fair,

if
not

disproportionate,
num

ber
of

Jew
ish

personalities,hum
or,allusions,and

even
idiom

s.
T

his
m

ainstream
ing

of
Jew

s
w

ithin
popular

culture
m

ay
be

attributed
to

the
prom

inence
and

acceptance
Jew

s
enjoy

w
ithin

A
m

erican
culture

generally.N
everbefore

in
D

iaspora
Jew

ish
history

hasthere
been

a
society

so
open

and
w

elcom
ing

ofJew
ish

participa-
tion

asthe
U

nited
Stateshasbeen

in
recentdecades.Yetlittle

atten-
tion

hasbeen
paid

to
the

quality
ofJew

ish
portrayalsw

ithin
popular

m
edia.W

hatare
the

im
agesofJew

sand
Jew

ish
experiences,and

are
they

depicted
fairly

and
accurately?M

ore
broadly,to

the
extentthat

the
Jew

ish
story

hasperm
eated

popular
culture,w

hatare
the

dom
i-

nant
them

es
and

m
essages

concerning
the

Jew
ish

experience
that

the
culture

istransm
itting?

To
help

addressthese
questions,the

A
m

erican
Jew

ish
C

om
m

it-
tee

com
m

issioned
Prof.Eric

G
oldm

an,a
leading

scholar
of

Jew
ish

film
,to

inquire
into

how
cinem

a
hasportrayed

the
Jew

ish
historical

experience.D
r.G

oldm
an

tracesa
ratherdistinctevolution

in
A

m
er-

ican
m

ovies.Early
effortsstruck

the
assim

ilationistm
otif.Interfaith

m
arriage

equaled
a

“successstory”
ofJew

sbecom
ing

A
m

ericans.Lit-
tle

if
any

attention
w

as
paid

to
the

price
of

assim
ilation—

nam
ely,

the
lossofculturaldistinctivenessand

religiousidentity.

T
he

Jew
ish

A
ntihero:

Jew
ish

Self-H
atred

orH
onestIntrospection?

16

W
oody

A
llen’sStruggle

w
ith

hisJew
ish

Identity
18

Film
sFocusing

on
the

H
olocaust

20

N
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and
Positive
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ish
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M

ovies
24

Film
sofJew

ish
A

cceptance
and

A
ffirm

ation
28
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R
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ofthe
C
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Experience

ofA
m

erican
Jew

s
30

N
otes

33
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D
r.G

oldm
an

does
report

a
m

ore
positive

portrait
for

the
early

tw
enty-firstcentury.Film

ssuch
asLiberty

H
eightsand

Avalon
depict

strong
Jew

ish
fam

ilies.
Prim

e
underscores

the
im

portance
of

endogam
y,and

K
eeping

theFaith
toutsconversion

assingle-bestout-
com

e
to

a
m

ixed
m

arriage.
R

ecent
film

s
on

Israel
such

as
O

Jerusalem
and

G
olda’s

Balcony
hold

out
the

prom
ise

for
greater

incorporation
ofthe

narrative
ofIsraelonto

the
large

screen.
T

he
A

m
erican

Jew
ish

C
om

m
ittee

hopes
to

correct
the

stereo-
typicalim

agesJew
shave

oftheirhistory
asa

tale
ofunm

itigated
w

oe
and

replace
them

w
ith

a
far

m
ore

diverse
portrait

of
the

totality
of

the
Jew

ish
experience.D

r.G
oldm

an’s
paper

is
the

first
of

a
series

analyzing
how

the
story

of
the

Jew
ish

past
has

been
and

should
be

transm
itted

to
the

Jew
ish

public.W
e

thank
in

particular
long-term

A
JC

supporter
Joseph

D
urra,w

hose
generosity

has
m

ade
this

proj-
ectpossible.

Steven
B

aym
e,Ph.D

.
N

ationalD
irector

C
ontem

porary
Jew

ish
Life

D
epartm

ent
A

m
erican

Jew
ish

C
om

m
ittee

Forew
ord

vii

W
ith

the
rise

and
subsequent

defeat
of

A
dolf

H
itler

and
N

azi
G

erm
any,H

ollyw
ood

began
to

focus
on

anti-Sem
itism

.Film
s

such
as

G
entlem

an’s
Agreem

ent
gave

voice
to

A
m

erica’s
rejection

of
anti-

Sem
itism

as
m

orally
objectionable.By

the
1980s,sufficient

aw
are-

ness
of

the
H

olocaust
had

m
ade

it
a

prim
ary,

if
not

dom
inant,

cinem
atic

m
otifin

portraying
Jew

sand
Judaism

.
A

lthough
Jew

ish
organizations,

assum
ing

that
H

olocaust
rem

em
brance

w
ould

safeguard
againstother

m
anifestations

ofanti-
Sem

itism
,

generally
applauded

these
developm

ents,
som

e
ques-

tioned
w

hether
this

focus
connoted

the
association

ofthe
Jew

w
ith

victim
at

the
expense

of
far

m
ore

positive
narratives

of
Jew

ish
achievem

ent.For
one

thing,film
s

featuring
Israelis

w
ere

virtually
absent

from
the

screen.T
he

H
olocaust

proved
to

be
a

consensual
them

e
w

ithin
A

m
erican

popularculture.By
contrast,film

sassociat-
ed

w
ith

Israelw
ere

considered
too

divisive
and

controversial.Even
a

m
ovie

such
as

Exodus
noticeably

lacked
A

m
erican

Jew
ish

heroes,
notw

ithstanding
that

the
historicalrecord

ofthe
birth

ofIsraelfea-
tured

a
considerable

num
ber

of
such

individuals.T
he

H
olocaust

evoked
a

universalthem
e

in
its

representation
ofevilas

a
force

that
virtuous

persons
ought

rightly
com

bat.
C

ynics,
of

course,
noted

that
in

practice
this

m
eant

that
the

w
orld

loves
the

Jew
as

victim
,

butrejectsthe
Jew

w
illing

to
defend

him
self.

In
som

e
respects,these

film
s

suggest
a

larger
problem

w
ith

the
teaching

of
Jew

ish
history.Even

the
best

educated
of

Jew
s,to

say
nothing

of
non-Jew

s,continue
to

believe
in

the
“lachrym

ose
con-

ception
ofJew

ish
history,”

the
view

thatJew
ish

history
consistsofa

narrative
of

endless
pogrom

s
and

persecution.T
he

story
of

Jew
ish

destruction
has

becom
e

the
prim

ary
im

age
in

understanding
the

Jew
ish

past.U
nfortunately,how

Jew
s

have
died

has
m

ade
for

a
far

m
ore

com
pelling

narrative
than

how
Jew

s
have

lived.T
his

m
yopic

generalization
about

Jew
ish

history,slighting
its

rich
diversity

and
w

ealth
of

culturalachievem
ents,has

been
greatly

strengthened
by

the
dom

inantm
em

ory
ofthe

H
olocaustasthe

defining
m

om
entof

tw
entieth-century

Jew
ish

history.

vi
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1

T
he

A
m

erican
Jew

ish
Experience

T
hrough

the
LensofC

inem
a:

Film
H

istory
asH

aggadah

Jew
shave

been
involved

in
the

production
ofm

otion
picturessince

the
beginning

of
film

m
aking

in
A

m
erica

and
have

also
been

the
subject

of
m

any
such

film
s.In

an
industry

strongly
influenced

by
Jew

ish
producers

w
ho

m
ade

and
continue

to
m

ake
the

decisions
as

to
w

hich
film

s
are

produced,the
com

plex
and

changing
nature

of
the

A
m

erican
Jew

ish
condition

has
had

considerable
im

pact
on

A
m

erican
cinem

a
and,in

particular,on
the

portrayalofJew
son

the
screen.

If
w

e
study

the
A

m
erican

Jew
ish

experience
through

cinem
a’s

lens,w
e

w
illbe

able
to

see
an

evolving
portraitofthe

A
m

erican
Jew

overthe
lastcentury:w

here
the

Jew
hasbeen

and
possibly

w
here

he
or

she
isgoing.T

hrough
m

ovies,w
e

can
better

understand
w

ho
w

e
are

and
w

hat
w

e
have

becom
e

as
Jew

s
in

A
m

erica.Film
historian

Peter
R

ollins
has

observed
that

“film
s

can
serve

the
student

of
A

m
erican

culture
in

a
far

m
ore

interesting
w

ay
than

sim
ply

as
a

record
ofvisualreality,forfilm

sregisterthe
feelingsand

attitudesof
the

periods
in

w
hich

they
are

m
ade.”

1
In

actuality,
a

corpus
of

m
ovies

records
our

evolution
as

Jew
s

w
ithin

A
m

erica
over

the
last

century,and
the

cinem
a

lens
provides

a
m

eaningfuland
accurate

accounting—
a

w
ay

of
telling

our
story,

a
H

aggadah
(literally,

a
telling)ofw

hathastranspired
forJew

sin
A

m
erica

and
w

hatcontin-
ues

to
take

place.In
the

pages
to

com
e,w

e
w

illexplore
the

A
m

eri-
can

Jew
ish

experience
ofthe

last
century

through
a

review
ofsom

e
ofthe

outstanding
exam

plesofthisgenre.



to
find

his
roots;thatshortstory

w
ould

eventually
becom

e
a

novel.
T

he
tw

o
m

etand
Schreiberfound

hisvehicle
and

voice,m
erging

his
story

w
ith

thatofFoer.O
n

the
surface,the

film
seem

slike
a

sim
ple

dram
atization

ofFoer’svisitto
Eastern

Europe,butitism
uch

m
ore.

T
he

film
adaptation

ofthe
novelprovidesa

brilliantstudy
ofA

m
er-

ican
Jew

ry’s
fascination

w
ith

its
Eastern

European
past

and
a

w
arm

rendering
ofw

hatitm
eanstoday

to
be

a
Jew

in
A

m
erica.T

he
film

,
shotin

R
um

ania
and

U
kraine,isquirky

yetsm
ooth,affectionate

yet
hostile.

In
his

classic
W

orld
ofour

Fathers,Irving
H

ow
e

reflects
on

the
“fractionalJew

[w
ho]

m
ay

be
identified

by
his

history,by
the

pres-
ence

of
the

Jew
ish

past
w

ithin
him

.H
e

is
a

Jew
in

that
his

experi-
ence

contains
the

possibility
of

linking
him

self
w

ith
the

collective
and

individual
experience

of
earlier

Jew
s.”

3
In

an
interview

,
Liev

Schreiberrevealed
w

hatbroughthim
to

develop
Everything

IsIllum
i-

nated
into

a
film

.

Itreally
began

w
ith

m
y

grandfather.Itbegan
w

ith
a

death
in

the
fam

ily
and

a
kind

ofidentity
crisisthatI

think
com

esw
ith

that
sort

of
thing....I

panicked
that

in
losing

m
y

grandfather
I

w
as

losing
an

anchor.
I

w
as

losing
som

ething
that

I
hadn’t

paid
enough

attention
to

w
hen

I
w

as
younger

and
it

w
as

a
resource

thatIw
asgoing

to
lose....Istarted

to
piece

togethera
picture

of
w

ho
he

w
as.T

hatbroughtm
e

to
thisidea

aboutthe
im

m
igrant

experience,and
aboutw

hatdefinesA
m

erican
Jew

ry. 4

H
e

asked
him

self:H
ow

did
he

com
e

to
be?W

ho
w

ere
hisances-

tors?H
ow

m
ighthe

understand
hisplace

asan
A

m
erican

Jew
juxta-

posed
to

a
w

orld
that

had
pretty

m
uch

vanished?
Just

w
hat

w
as

his
connection

w
ith

that
w

orld?
For

the
film

’s
protagonist,Jonathan,

“everything
is

illum
inated

in
the

light
of

the
past.”

For
him

,as
for

the
m

ajority
of

A
m

erica’s
Jew

s,
the

past
lies

in
E

astern
Europe.

Equipped
w

ith
a

snapshotofhisgrandfathertaken
in

the
“old

coun-
try,”

Jonathan
leavesforU

kraine
in

search
ofansw

ers.
Jonathan

calls
him

self
“a

collector.”
H

e
says

that
he

collects
“because

I’m
afraid

I’llforget.”
C

ollecting
objectsishisw

ay
ofgath-

ering
and

preserving
m

em
ory.Prior

to
his

departure
for

U
kraine,a

young
Jonathan

is
film

ed
in

his
bedroom

w
ith

a
w

all
filled

w
ith

A
N

ew
D

irection
in

Film
:Search

ing
for

a
U

sable
Past

3

A
N

ew
D

irection
in

Film
:Searching

for
a

U
sable

Past

In
Everything

Is
Illum

inated,
Liev

Schreiber’s
2005

narrative
film

draw
n

from
the

novelby
Jonathan

Safran
Foer,an

A
m

erican
Jew

ish
young

adulttravels
to

U
kraine

in
search

ofidentity
and

self-under-
standing.H

is
search

is
representative

of
a

new
direction

in
A

m
eri-

can
cinem

a
overthe

lasttw
o

decades—
a

search
forroots,one

m
ight

say—
thathasresulted

in
an

unprecedented
num

berofm
oviesspot-

lighting
Jew

ish
events

and
issues

and
focusing

on
im

portant
m

om
entsin

Jew
ish

history.T
hisisan

exciting
developm

ent,forcin-
em

a,as
pioneer

film
m

aker
D

.W
.G

riffith
said,“is

capable
of

con-
veying

a
given

im
age

in
m

any
w

ays
enorm

ously
m

ore
effectively

than
any

m
ode

ofexpression
the

w
orld

haseverpossessed.”
2

Tw
enty-five-year-old

Jonathan
Safran

Foer
received

a
greatdeal

of
attention

in
2002

w
ith

the
publication

of
his

first
novel,w

hich
soared

to
the

top
ofthe

best-sellerlists.Foerand
w

ife,N
icole

K
rauss

(author
of

M
an

W
alks

into
a

Room
and

T
he

H
istory

of
Love),

are
am

ong
a

group
of

young
Jew

ish
w

riters
w

ho
are

dazzling
readers

w
ith

theirtalent.Justasim
pressive

are
the

effortsofa
cadre

ofcapa-
ble

screenw
riters

and
actors

w
ho

have
decided

to
try

their
hand

at
producing

and
directing

Jew
ish-them

ed
film

s.T
heircreative

expres-
sion

appearsto
be

a
w

ay
ofrelaying

theirindividualsagas,ofdealing
w

ith
their

Jew
ishness.Liev

Schreiber,a
distinguished

actor
on

stage
and

in
film

,isone
ofthose

talentsw
ho

hasused
cinem

a
asa

vehicle
for

his
ow

n
personalstruggle.

H
is

story
represents

this
new

,
very

exciting
developm

ent.
Schreiber’sprim

ary
Jew

ish
connection

w
asthrough

hisgrandfa-
ther,a

1916
refugee

from
Eastern

Europe.Liev
had

no
form

alJew
-

ish
schooling,

and
his

upbringing
w

as
void

of
any

real
Jew

ish
experience,exceptthateach

year
hisgrandfather

w
ould

reintroduce
him

to
the

Jew
ish

people
at

the
Passover

Seder.In
1993,w

ith
his

grandfather’s
death,

Schreiber
struggled

to
find

him
self

as
a

Jew
,

beginning
the

process
of

w
riting

a
screenplay

about
w

hat
it

m
eant

to
return

to
the

land
of

his
grandfather.T

he
effort

w
as

far
harder

than
he

had
im

agined.A
few

years
into

his
w

riting,he
read

Foer’s
shortstory

in
the

N
ew

Yorkerabouta
boy

w
ho

goesback
to

U
kraine

2
A

m
erican

Jew
ish

Experience
th

rough
th

e
Lens

of
C

inem
a



successfulm
elding

of
different

ethnicities
and

religions,a
“m

elting
pot”

producing
a

couple
w

ho
w

ould
turn

out
“all-A

m
erican”

off-
spring.

Silent
film

w
as

often
the

entertainm
ent

of
choice

for
im

m
i-

grants,since
language

w
as

not
a

barrier;thus
it

w
as

the
im

m
igrant

to
w

hom
these

m
ovies

w
ere

directed.Suggesting
the

possibility
of

entrée
into

A
m

erican
society

on
screen,these

m
oviesm

ade
the

argu-
m

entfor
assim

ilation
seem

reasonable.T
his

view
certainly

reflected
the

sensibilitiesofJew
ish

m
oviem

akersofthe
tim

e,w
ho

desperately
sought

their
ow

n
acceptance

into
A

m
erica.Film

s
like

Private
Izzy

M
urphy

(1926),
T

he
C

ohens
and

the
K

ellys
(1926),

and
Abie’s

Irish
Rose(1928)w

ere
representative

ofthisgenre.Each
reflected

beliefin
an

A
m

erica
that

elim
inated

differences
and

particularity
and

fos-
tered

acceptance.
T

he
road

to
success

required
integration

and
A

m
ericanization.
T

he
m

ultiethnic
film

s
of

the
silent

era
continued

to
be

m
ade

into
the

early
1930s.A

s
the

“talkie”
replaced

silent
cinem

a,success
and

the
opportunitiesthatA

m
erica

could
provide

continued
to

be
a

centralthem
e.Even

T
he

Jazz
Singer

(1927),w
hich

represents
the

pivotaltransition
into

sound,hasprotagonistJakie
R

abinow
itz,son

and
descendant

ofgenerations
ofcantors,leave

his
Jew

ish
hom

e
to

seek
A

m
erica’sopportunities.Itshow

sJakie,now
Jack

R
obin,reject-

ing
the

lim
itationsofthe

cantorate
and

synagogue
forthe

chance
to

be
“truly”

successfulas
a

jazz
singer

on
B

roadw
ay.A

long
w

ith
his

rejection
ofJew

ish
com

m
unity

com
es

his
easy

union
w

ith
the

non-
Jew

ish
M

ary
D

ale.T
histhem

atic
thrustreflected

the
life

ofthe
Jew

-
ish

m
ovie

m
oguls,

m
any

of
w

hom
found

Judaism
a

burden
and

interm
arriage

a
w

ay
of

life.T
his

them
e

continued
to

be
explored

into
the

1930s.
A

dolf
H

itler’s
rise

to
pow

er
in

1933
w

as
not

lost
on

A
m

erican
m

oviem
akers.A

sJudith
D

oneson,authorofT
he

H
olocaustin

Am
er-

ican
Film

,questions,“To
w

hat
extent

did
H

ollyw
ood,know

n
as

a
‘Jew

ish’industry,feelthe
threatto

the
Jew

sto
be

a
m

ajorconcern?”
6

T
here

islittle
doubtofthe

effect,asclearly
identified

Jew
sabruptly

disappeared
from

A
m

erican
cinem

a.H
ollyw

ood’s
Jew

ish
producers

Stories
of

Successful
A

ssim
ilation

5

photographs,postcards,and
m

em
orabilia

chronicling
his

life
and

thatofhis
fam

ily.T
he

w
allis

rich
w

ith
Jew

ish
m

em
ories.T

his
w

all
becom

es
Jonathan’s

starting
point

in
his

journey
to

try
to

under-
stand

him
self

and
create

his
ow

n
history.T

hat
journey

is
all

the
m

ore
rem

arkable
in

thatitnotonly
connectspastw

ith
present,but

joins
O

ld
W

orld
w

ith
the

N
ew.In

the
1930s,Yiddish

film
s

provid-
ed

a
nostalgic

connection
forthe

im
m

igrantclassesto
reflecton

the
old

country,butnone
ofthatexistshere.T

hisyoung
Jew

ofthe
new

m
illennium

sim
ply

w
antsto

“fillin
the

dots,”
to

understand
w

ho
he

isand
from

w
hence

he
cam

e.
In

the
film

,
Jonathan

seeks
the

assistance
of

a
U

kraine-based
Jew

ish
heritage

tour
com

pany.
In

the
course

of
his

search
for

his
grandfather’s

hom
etow

n,
he

bonds
w

ith
his

guide
and

translator,
A

lexander,w
ho,ignorant

of
his

ow
n

Jew
ish

identity,goes
through

his
ow

n
self-discovery.Together

w
ith

A
lexander’s

grandfather,they
search

for
Jonathan’s

grandfather’s
hom

etow
n

of
Trachim

brod,
w

hich
w

indsup
being

no
m

ore
than

the
collectiblespreserved

by
its

caretaker.Still,for
both

Jonathan
and

A
lexander,grandchildren

of
Trachim

brod
w

ho
live

on
opposite

sides
of

an
ocean,

it
becom

es
com

m
on

m
em

ory,theirH
aggadah

to
be

shared
w

ith
theiroffspring.

T
hispersonalJew

ish
history

isreflective
ofa

new
genre

ofA
m

erican
m

oviem
aking,firm

ly
rooted

and
Jew

ishly
identified,that

does
not

run
aw

ay
from

itshistoricalstarting
point.

Itw
asnotso

forthe
early

m
ovie

pioneers.

StoriesofSuccessfulA
ssim

ilation

Jew
ish

m
oviem

akers
throughout

the
early

years
ofcinem

a,the
first

decades
of

the
tw

entieth
century,focused

largely
on

stories
of

suc-
cessful

assim
ilation

into
A

m
erican

society.
A

s
N

eal
G

abler
(An

Em
pire

oftheir
O

w
n:H

ow
the

Jew
sInvented

H
ollyw

ood)
asserted

in
Television’sC

hanging
Im

age
ofAm

erican
Jew

s,“[T
]he

grand
them

e
of

H
ollyw

ood,both
in

term
s

of
film

s
and

in
term

s
of

the
lives

of
its

m
oguls,

is
idealized

assim
ilation.”

5
Such

assim
ilation

w
as

often
expressed

through
the

interm
arriage

of
a

Jew
ish

child
w

ith
a

child
from

another
im

m
igrant

group.T
he

resulting
union

celebrated
the
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m
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enough
to

drift
across

the
A

tlantic
and

be
sniffed

eagerly
by

racists
in

the
U

nited
States....Z

anuck
...w

as
stim

ulated
by

the
prevailing

conditions.”
8C

ertainly,the
film

’sportrayalofthe
R

othschildsisnot
allglow

ing,butthe
overallfeeling

isone
ofgreatem

pathy
for

them
and

for
the

plight
of

the
Jew

ish
people.T

hough
the

description
of

R
othschild’s

raison
d’être

m
ight

leave
one

squirm
ing,the

film
pro-

ceeds
to

tackle
anti-Sem

itism
in

a
m

ost
adm

irable
m

anner.
B

y
today’s

standards
the

film
is

a
bit

clichéd,but
the

audience
of

that
day

w
asdraw

n
to

itand
responded

by
com

ing
to

theatersin
droves.

T
he

irrationalhatred
ofJew

s,seen
largely

through
the

character
of

the
fictionalC

ountLedrantz
ofPrussia,rings

clear
as

a
repudiation

ofN
azihate

and
a

forew
arning

ofthe
devastation

thatloom
sforthe

Jew
s

of
Europe.N

unnully
Johnson’s

insertion
of

Ledrantz
into

the
R

othschild
screenplay

w
as

m
ade

to
contravene

any
initial

anti-
Sem

itic
sense

thatthe
view

erm
ightfeeltow

ard
the

fam
ily.Ledrantz

is
also

m
eant

to
connect

past
w

ith
present.A

s
film

historian
Pierre

Sorlin
asserts:

H
istoricalfilm

s
are

concerned
w

ith
the

problem
s

of
the

pres-
ent....

O
n

the
surface,

they
deal

w
ith

historical
events

...
but

from
the

vast
range

of
possible

choices,film
-m

akers
have

sin-
gled

out
those

characters,circum
stances

and
dates

that
have

a
directbearing

on
contem

porary
circum

stances. 9

C
ertainly,thisw

asthe
case

w
ith

Z
anuck’sT

heH
ouseofRothschild.

D
iscom

fortw
ith

Jew
ish-T

hem
ed

Film
s

A
fterthe

1934
release

ofT
heH

ouseofRothschild,Jew
ish

subjectsdis-
appeared

from
the

A
m

erican
screen.A

decade
earlier,the

screen
had

been
filled

w
ith

Jew
ish

characters;now
there

w
asa

dearth.Even
T

he
LifeofEm

ileZola
(1937)barely

revealsthatthe
accused

A
lfred

D
rey-

fus,w
hom

Z
ola

cham
pions,isJew

ish.Yet,asthe
decade

cam
e

to
an

end,w
ith

greater
aw

areness
of

the
persecution

of
European

Jew
ry,

this
attitude

seem
ed

poised
to

change,
as

several
screenw

riters
turned

theirattention
tow

ard
C

entralEurope.
T

hen,in
the

spring
of1939,before

the
onsetofw

arin
Europe,

A
natole

Litvak’s
C

onfessionsofa
N

azi
Spy

opened
in

theaters.T
his

D
iscom

fort
w

ith
Jew

ish
-Th

em
ed

Film
s

7

w
ere

particularly
interested

in
taking

attention
aw

ay
from

them
-

selves.G
one

w
ere

the
ethnic

m
ovies

that
had

been
so

m
uch

a
part

of
A

m
erica

cinem
a.In

addition,w
ith

the
creation

in
1934

of
the

Production
C

ode
A

dm
inistration,a

film
industry

w
atchdog

body
thatscrutinized

film
slooking

for,am
ong

otherthings,offensive
ref-

erences
to

a
character’s

nationalorigin,itw
as

easy
for

producers
to

justify
rem

oving
a

Jew
ish

ethnic
presence

from
m

ovies.
H

ow
ever,in

1930s
H

ollyw
ood,not

every
m

ovie
producer

w
as

Jew
ish.D

arrylF.Z
anuck,head

ofproduction
forTw

entieth
C

entu-
ry

Pictures,w
asa

shrew
d

producer,acutely
aw

are
ofthe

com
m

ercial
possibilities

ofm
aking

controversialpictures.H
e

w
as

attracted
to

a
story

about
the

R
othschild

fam
ily,

a
pet

project
of

actor
G

eorge
A

rliss.A
s

one
of

the
few

G
entile

production
heads

in
H

ollyw
ood,

Z
anuck

w
as

notas
sensitive

aboutJew
ish

visibility
on

the
screen

as
w

ere
his

Jew
ish

counterparts,nor
w

as
he

overly
concerned

about
w

hether
to

produce
a

film
on

a
Jew

ish
subject.W

hen
A

rliss
gave

Z
anuck

a
book

on
the

R
othschilds,he

im
m

ediately
turned

overthe
projectto

w
riterN

unnally
Johnson,and

soon
the

film
T

heH
ouseof

Rothschild
w

as
readied

for
production. 7

Johnson
w

as
apparently

aw
ed

by
Z

anuck’s
w

illingness
to

tackle
a

film
that

struggled
w

ith
anti-Sem

itism
and

could,
particularly

given
the

clim
ate,

be
very

divisive.
Z

anuck’s
Jew

ish
associates,

such
as

Joseph
Schenck,

the
firstpresidentofU

nited
A

rtistsand
laterZ

anuck’spartnerin
Tw

en-
tieth

C
entury,asw

ellasJew
ish

friendsw
ithin

the
H

ollyw
ood

com
-

m
unity

w
ere

farfrom
enthusiastic.Itseem

sclearthathad
Tw

entieth
C

entury
Picturesbeen

run
by

a
Jew

atthe
tim

e,the
film

w
ould

like-
ly

never
have

been
m

ade.
Z

anuck,
by

his
very

character,
w

as
no

conform
ist,and

understood
that,by

virtue
of

not
being

a
Jew,he

could
take

certain
libertiesthatJew

sw
ould

nottake.
T

he
tim

ing
for

producing
a

film
about

the
rise

of
an

interna-
tionalJew

ish
banking

fam
ily

w
as

questionable,but
Z

anuck
w

as
a

form
idable

producer,undeterred
by

conventionalw
isdom

.“It
w

as
1933....N

ot
only

w
ere

the
new

spapers
and

new
sreels

fullof
pic-

tures
ofthe

B
row

nshirts
on

the
ram

page
against

the
Jew

s
ofB

erlin
and

M
unich,

but
the

sm
ell

of
anti-Sem

itism
reeked

strongly
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film
,perceived

to
be

anti-N
azi,w

as
seen

as
propaganda

for
A

m
eri-

can
involvem

entin
the

events
unfolding

abroad.Such
involvem

ent
in

a
w

arin
Europe

w
asunpopularw

ith
the

A
m

erican
public,and

an
isolationist

C
ongress,

carefully
scrutinizing

w
hat

w
as

being
pro-

duced,called
the

producersofthe
film

to
task.A

lm
ostim

m
ediately

screenplays
about

anti-Sem
itism

that
w

ere
being

considered
w

ere
put

aside,never
to

be
m

ade
into

m
otion

pictures.A
s

w
orld

anti-
Sem

itism
becam

e
m

ore
of

a
concern,

Jew
ish

producers
in

H
olly-

w
ood

becam
e

m
uch

m
ore

reluctantto
draw

attention
to

them
selves.

U
nlike

H
ollyw

ood’sJew
s,C

harlie
C

haplin,a
non-Jew,proceed-

ed
w

ith
his

film
about

Jew
ish

persecution,
T

he
G

reat
D

ictator
(1940),w

hich
he

produced,directed,
scored,

and
starred

in.T
he

film
has

C
haplin

playing
tw

o
parts—

tw
o

look-alikes,a
Jew

ish
bar-

ber
and

A
denoid

H
ynkel,

dictator
of

Tom
ania.

In
this

brilliant
tragicom

edy,each
takes

the
place

ofthe
other,w

ith
not-so-surpris-

ing
results.It

took
a

non-Jew
to

have
the

courage
to

m
ake

such
a

film
,asthe

com
fortlevelforJew

ish
producersofthe

day
sim

ply
pre-

cluded
any

m
oviem

aking
on

the
subject.W

ith
A

m
erica’s

entry
into

the
w

ar,Jew
ish

charactersfinally
began

to
em

erge
in

a
variety

ofw
ar

dram
as,such

as
T

he
Purple

H
eart

(1944)
and

Pride
of

the
M

arines
(1945).B

ut
the

approach
w

as
stilla

cautious
one,w

ith
the

Jew
ish

characters
on

screen
joining

others
of

different
ethnic

origins
and

religionsto
fightA

m
erica’senem

y
abroad.

W
ith

the
end

ofW
orld

W
arII,the

m
ood

ofthe
m

otion
picture

industry
began

to
turn

aw
ay

from
w

ar
and

victory,
and

there
evolved

a
grow

ing
introspection

on
A

m
erican

life.M
oviesw

ere
now

beginning
to

tackle
A

m
erica’s

problem
s.

W
ith

the
H

olocaust
in

Europe
as

backdrop,
anti-Sem

itism
seem

ed
appropriate

as
one

of
the

subjects
to

receive
attention

on
the

A
m

erican
screen.H

ow
ever,

m
any

otherconsiderationsm
ade

itno
easy

task
to

presentthishigh-
ly

controversialthem
e

openly
to

the
A

m
erican

m
ovie

audience.O
ne

question
w

as
w

hether
A

m
erica

w
as

m
ature

enough
to

address
the

issue.A
notherw

asw
hetherH

ollyw
ood’sm

oviem
akers,the

m
ajority

ofw
hom

w
ere

Jew
ish,w

ere
sufficiently

secure
to

tackle
this

contro-
versialsubject.
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m
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In
late

1946,Z
anuck,now

head
of

production
at

the
m

erged
studio

Tw
entieth

C
entury-Fox,announced

that
he

had
purchased

m
ovie

rights
to

Laura
Z

.H
obson’s

G
entlem

an’s
Agreem

ent,a
novel

aboutsocialanti-Sem
itism

.Z
anuck,atthispointstillone

ofthe
few

non-Jew
ish

heads
of

a
H

ollyw
ood

studio,w
as

excited
about

doing
such

a
film

.A
shad

been
the

case
a

dozen
yearsearlierw

hen
he

pro-
duced

T
heH

ouseofRothschild,he
saw

anti-Sem
itism

asan
A

m
erican

problem
,not

just
an

issue
for

Jew
s.B

ut
H

ollyw
ood’s

Jew
ish

com
-

m
unity

rem
ained

concerned
about

draw
ing

too
m

uch
attention

to
them

selves.
A

t
this

m
om

ent,
A

m
erican

Jew
ry

w
as

experiencing
a

postw
ar

“era
of

good
feeling,”

so
it

m
ight

seem
strange

that
resist-

ance
to

the
m

aking
of

G
entlem

an’sAgreem
entw

ould
com

e
from

the
organized

Jew
ish

leadership.B
ut

just
how

secure
did

Jew
ish

leaders
feelabout

their
status

in
A

m
erica?

Influentialm
em

bers
of

the
Los

A
ngelesJew

ish
com

m
unity

m
etatthe

W
arnerB

rothersStudio
w

ith
Z

anuck
and

possibly
screenw

riterM
ossH

artto
discourage

the
pro-

duction.T
heirstated

fearw
asthatby

calling
attention

to
anti-Sem

i-
tism

in
a

film
,anti-Sem

itic
feelings

m
ight

be
enhanced.T

hey
saw

no
point

in
raising

the
question

in
the

first
place.

“W
e’re

getting
along

O
.K

.!W
hy

raise
the

issue?”
Z

anuck
refused

to
give

in
to

the
pressure.

Shortly
thereafter,w

ord
gotoutthatD

ore
Schary,head

ofpro-
duction

at
R

K
O

Studios,w
as

preparing
C

rossfire,a
second

film
on

anti-Sem
itism

.Schary
also

m
etw

ith
resistance,confronted

by
lead-

ers
of

the
A

m
erican

Jew
ish

C
om

m
ittee.In

a
m

eeting
w

ith
Schary,

R
ichard

R
othschild,an

A
JC

professional,requested
to

see
the

script
to

determ
ine

w
hether

it
m

ight
be

considered
inappropriate.R

oth-
schild

had
headed

A
JC

’s
Survey

C
om

m
ittee,

w
hich

had
been

charged
w

ith
countering

N
aziand

anti-Sem
itic

propaganda,using
principles

of
m

arket
research,just

prior
to

and
during

the
w

ar.H
e

pushed
Schary

to
hold

up
production,for

fear
that

the
film

m
ight

do
m

ore
harm

than
good.

U
pon

learning
about

the
story,

Elliot
C

ohen,editor
of

the
then

A
JC

-sponsored
periodicalC

om
m

entary,
m

ade
it

clear
he

w
ould

use
the

pow
er

of
the

press
(w

hich
he

later
did,in

a
series

of
printed

exchanges
w

ith
Schary)

if
production

of

D
iscom

fort
w

ith
Jew

ish
-Th

em
ed

Film
s

9



T
he

answ
erslay

ahead:H
ouse

ofR
epresentativesU

n-A
m

erican
A

ctivities
C

om
m

ittee
began

their
oversight

of
H

ollyw
ood,w

hich
w

ould
change

m
oviem

aking
forever.

Television
w

ould
becom

e
a

com
petitive

force,and
consequently,the

m
ovie

studio
system

and
how

decisionsw
ere

to
be

m
ade

w
ould

dram
atically

change.
T

he
socialm

essage
of

film
s

follow
ing

C
rossfire

and
G

entlem
an’s

Agreem
entdealt

w
ith

issues
other

than
Jew

s.A
lthough

Jew
ish

char-
acters

appeared
in

m
any

film
s

into
the

late
1950s,their

Jew
ishness,

w
hich

m
ay

have
been

centralin
the

originalw
ork

from
w

hich
the

film
w

as
adapted,

w
as

m
ade

largely
peripheral

in
the

film
.

Tw
o

striking
exam

plesare
m

oviesdraw
n

from
novelsby

H
erm

an
W

ouk,
T

he
C

aine
M

utiny
and

M
arjorie

M
orningstar.In

T
he

C
aine

M
utiny

novel,
B

arney
G

reenw
ald’s

Judaism
flavors

his
every

action;
this

m
otivation

w
e

do
not

see
in

the
picture.Yes,U

ncle
Sam

son
com

es
for

his
nephew

’s
bar

m
itzvah

as
M

arjorie
M

orningstar
opens,

but
M

arjorie’scom
m

itm
entto

Jew
ish

life
ism

inim
ized

and
alm

ostelim
-

inated.Sim
ply

put,m
ovie

producers,even
“independent”

producers
w

ho
w

ere
so

m
uch

a
part

of
the

“new
”

m
oviem

aking,w
ere

careful
notto

m
ake

theircharacterstoo
Jew

ish.

T
he

U
nabashedly

Jew
ish

Protagonist

N
ineteen

fifty-eightturned
outto

be
a

pivotalyear
for

Jew
s

as
por-

trayed
in

m
ovies.D

uring
thispost-Brow

n
v.Board

ofEducation
peri-

od,Jew
sin

generaland
film

m
akersin

particularfeltgreatercom
fort

in
A

m
erica,and

itw
asreflected

in
the

film
sthatfollow

ed.Jew
sw

ere
accepted

in
the

suburbs,and
affiliation

rates
in

synagogues
tripled

from
w

hatthey
had

been
in

the
1930s,to

close
to

60
percentofall

A
m

erican
Jew

s. 10
“C

ulturalassim
ilation”

had
been

achieved,but
as

A
m

erican
sociologistH

erbertJ.G
anspointed

outin
his1953

study,
Jew

s
stillm

aintained
“continued

socialdistinctiveness.”
11

T
his

dis-
tinctiveness

w
as

true
notjustin

G
ans’s

C
hicago,butin

m
osturban

centers—
certainly

in
the

m
ovie

capital,LosA
ngeles.Italso

brought
abouta

new
kind

ofJew
ish

character
w

hom
w

e
w

ould
begin

to
see

in
m

ovies:
the

unabashedly
Jew

ish
protagonist.

True,
producers

w
ere

far
from

ready
to

m
ake

their
leading

characters
too

Jew
ish

or

Th
e

U
nabash

edly
Jew

ish
Protagonist

11

C
rossfire

w
ere

not
stopped

or,at
least,the

m
ain

character
w

ere
not

changed
from

a
Jew

to
an

A
frican-A

m
erican.

If
that

w
ere

not
enough

pressure,H
ollyw

ood
colleaguesthreatened

Schary
thatthey

w
ould

shut
dow

n
distribution

of
the

film
.B

ut
the

forty-one-year-
old

R
K

O
producerdid

notbuckle
undergreatpressure.Even

a
spe-

cific
threatby

W
arner

B
rothers,never

realized,thatthey
w

ould
not

screen
C

rossfirein
theirtheatersdid

notdeterSchary.
C

rossfire
w

as
released

in
the

sum
m

er
of

1947,and
G

entlem
an’s

Agreem
ent

opened
in

theaters
a

few
m

onths
later.C

rossfire
w

on
the

“B
est

SocialFilm
”

aw
ard

at
the

C
annes

Film
Festival,and

G
entle-

m
an’sAgreem

entw
on

an
A

cadem
y

Aw
ard

®
forbestm

otion
picture

of
1947.Interestingly

enough,as
1947

began,there
w

ere
at

least
five

film
projects

about
anti-Sem

itism
being

readied
for

production.
O

nly
C

rossfire
and

G
entlem

an’s
Agreem

ent
w

ere
finished;

tw
o

w
ere

shelved
and

forgotten,
and

the
fifth,

an
adaptation

of
A

rthur
M

iller’sFocus,w
asproduced

only
in

2001.

A
Shiftin

Sensibility
in

the
PortrayalofJew

s:
T

he
C

aine
M

utiny
and

M
arjorie

M
orningstar

W
hat

is
im

portant
to

note
is

that
sixty

years
ago

a
m

ajor
shift

in
A

m
erican

cinem
a

w
asaboutto

take
place.Jew

ish
m

ovie
m

ogulshad
alw

aysinfluenced
the

kindsoffilm
sbeing

m
ade

and
how

Jew
sw

ere
portrayed.For

over
a

quarter
of

a
century,they

pushed
the

notion
that

Jew
s

should
give

up
their

particularity
and

assim
ilate

into
A

m
erican

society.T
hen,for

close
to

a
decade,as

the
Jew

ish
studio

headsbecam
e

m
ore

and
m

ore
successfuland

asw
orld

anti-Sem
itism

grew,they
tried

to
deflect

attention
aw

ay
from

them
selves

by
m

ak-
ing

Jew
ish

characters
disappear

from
the

screen.N
ow,Z

anuck
and

the
new

Jew
ish

production
head

Schary
w

anted
to

puta
story

about
anti-Sem

itism
in

the
lim

elight.A
s

one
m

ight
im

agine,H
ollyw

ood
directors

and
other

prom
inent

Jew
s

w
ere

not
am

used,as
this

w
ent

to
the

very
heart

ofhow
secure

they
felt

in
A

m
erican

society.W
ere

there
stillbarriersthatm

ade
being

Jew
ish

difficult?H
ow

w
ould

this
im

pact
the

film
s

being
released,

and
how

has
this

perception
changed

overthe
lastsixty

years?
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office—
one

ofhispeople
did

the
legalw

ork
w

hen
they

incorporated
this

tow
n—

1750.”
W

hen
they

reach
the

cem
etery

w
here

H
ope’s

m
om

isburied,directorD
m

ytryk
cleverly

reversesthe
cam

era
angle

to
show

a
fence

that
visually

separates
the

tw
o

m
en

from
entering

the
cem

etery.“T
hat’s

the
fam

ily
plot.Seven

generations
of

Plow
-

m
ansthere!”

Plow
m

an
isallbutsaying

to
N

oah
thathe

isunw
anted

and
istrespassing.A

llthe
w

hile,w
e

heara
church

choirin
the

back-
ground

singing
a

C
hristian

hym
n

w
elcom

ing
allto

church.T
his

is
one

ofthe
m

ostintriguing
m

om
entsin

the
film

,long
before

A
cker-

m
an

w
illtake

on
the

barracksbullies.“A
nybody

from
tow

n
asked

to
m

arry
H

ope,I’d
say,‘C

om
e

up
to

the
house.W

e’ve
got

turkey
for

dinner!’”
Plow

m
an

pauses.“I
never

knew
a

Jew
before!”

W
illthe

Jew
be

invited
to

dinner,
to

join
in

the
A

ckerm
an

feast?
A

nd
for

turkey—
the

all-A
m

erican
feast?Yes,itis1958

and
the

Jew
hasfinal-

ly
been

invited
to

the
A

m
erican

table.
T

hat
sam

e
year

the
story

of
the

D
reyfus

case
also

cam
e

to
the

A
m

erican
screen.O

ne
could

understand
France’s

fascination
w

ith
L’affaire

D
reyfus;

its
political

explosiveness
m

ade
it

a
favorite

for
French

film
m

akers
since

its
first

treatm
ent

by
G

eorges
M

éliès
in

1899.B
utA

m
erican

m
oviem

akersw
ere

also
fascinated

by
D

reyfus’s
trialand

im
prisonm

ent,w
hich

had
been

the
centerpiece

ofT
he

Life
ofEm

ileZola
(1937).José

Ferrerchose
to

rem
ake

the
film

,now
enti-

tled
I

Accuse!,from
a

screenplay
by

G
ore

V
idal.W

hereas
the

earlier
film

focused
itsattention

on
the

journalistZ
ola,w

ithoutgiving
any

clear
sense

of
D

reyfus
being

Jew
ish,V

idalm
oves

quickly
to

m
ake

D
reyfusthe

Jew
the

core
player

in
thisversion.Exceptfor

the
fleet-

ing
w

ord
“Juif”

w
hich

is
seen

in
a

French
paper

am
id

w
hispered

m
ention

ofD
reyfus’sreligion,the

w
ord

“Jew
”

isbarely
heard

in
the

1937
film

.In
contrast,the

anti-Sem
itism

of
1890s

France
is

very
m

uch
in

evidence
in

Ferrer’sfilm
.T

hough
the

latterfilm
em

phasizes
D

reyfus’sbeing
falsely

accused
notbecause

ofhisreligion
butrather

because
of

the
politicaland

m
ilitary

m
aneuverings

of
his

day,the
anti-Sem

itism
w

itnessed
on

the
streetsispalpable.C

learly,eventsof
the

day,such
as

the
C

om
m

unist
investigations

by
Senator

Joseph
M

cC
arthy,

im
pacted

Ferrer’s
decision

to
create

a
film

about
the

Th
e

U
nabash

edly
Jew

ish
Protagonist

13

“religious”
(as

seen
in

the
W

ouk
adaptations),butthey

also
did

not
shy

aw
ay

from
characters

w
ho

w
ere

clearly
Jew

ish,as
had

been
the

case
in

previousdecades.
In

Edw
ard

D
m

ytryk’s
T

he
Young

Lions
(1958),

adapted
from

Irw
in

Shaw
’s

novel,N
oah

A
ckerm

an
is

m
eek

and
of

slender
build,

but
he

is
strong-w

illed.W
hen

he
is

abused
by

his
fellow

soldiers
in

the
barracks

and
m

oney
is

stolen
from

him
,he

dem
ands

to
know

w
ho

the
thiefis

so
that

he
m

ay
defend

his
honor.“I

dem
and

satis-
faction!”

statesA
ckerm

an.T
hough

beaten
up

badly
in

three
succes-

sive
w

eekend
fistfights

that
follow

—
w

ith
the

toughest
guys

in
the

barracks—
he

continues
to

fight
for

his
right

to
be

there.
In

the
fourth

and
final

fight,
he

defeats
his

last
opponent,

earning
the

adm
iration

and
acceptance

ofhisbunkm
ates,and

the
stolen

m
oney

is
returned

to
him

.A
lthough

set
before

and
during

W
orld

W
ar

II
and

w
ritten

as
the

w
ar

cam
e

to
a

close,the
film

clearly
reflects

the
period

in
w

hich
it

w
as

m
ade;it’s

clearly
about

the
Jew

of
the

late
1950s. 12O

bserved
Pierre

Sorlin
in

T
he

Film
in

H
istory:Restaging

the
Past,“H

istory
isno

m
ore

thata
usefulchoice

to
speak

ofthe
present

tim
e.”

13A
ckerm

an
isa

m
em

berofhisunit,livesin
the

barrackslike
everyone

else,
even

has
a

bunk
next

to
m

en
from

allparts
of

the
country.B

utdo
they

include
him

?N
otreally!N

oah
A

ckerm
an

truly
sym

bolizes
the

A
m

erican
Jew

,distinct
and

different,secure
in

his
Jew

ishness,aw
are

that
he

has
“rights”

as
an

A
m

erican
and

ready
to

fightforthem
—

and
boy,doesA

ckerm
an

fight!
B

utthere
isanotherside

ofN
oah

A
ckerm

an,show
ing

the
evolv-

ing
Jew,just

starting
to

break
into

the
m

ainstream
ofsociety.H

e
is

the
young

m
an

w
ho

falls
in

love
w

ith
H

ope
Plow

m
an,the

gentle
non-Jew

ish
w

om
an

w
ho

invites
N

oah
to

N
ew

England
to

m
eether

father.H
ope

has
notonly

accepted
him

,buthas
fallen

in
love

w
ith

him
.Joined

by
her

father
at

the
bus

station
to

m
eet

N
oah,H

ope
w

aits
until

the
last

possible
m

om
ent

to
share

an
unknow

n
fact,

“H
e’s

Jew
ish,father.”

M
r.Plow

m
an,taken

quite
by

surprise,leaves
H

ope
behind

and
invitesa

lone
passengeroffthe

busto
take

a
w

alk
through

the
tow

n
w

ith
him

.
“T

hat’s
Jack

M
arshall’s.

I
w

ent
to

schoolw
ith

hisfather—
m

y
fatherw

ith
hisfather.V

irgilSm
ith’slaw
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Exodus,and
im

agesofIsraelin
general,provided

som
ething

that
previous

film
s

on
Jew

s
had

not—
an

attractive,
strong,

and
bold

Jew
ish

presence.PaulN
ew

m
an’sA

riB
en

C
anaan

ishandsom
e,blue-

eyed,and
m

uscular.A
scritic

O
m

erB
artov

notes,“[T
]he

fam
iliarity

that
A

m
erican

view
ers

m
ay

have
felt

w
ith

this
kind

of
hero,w

ho
conform

ed
to

the
rules

of
H

ollyw
ood

cinem
atic

characterization,
m

ay
have

been
paralleled

by
the

reaction
ofJew

ish
audiences,espe-

cially
in

the
U

nited
States,w

ho
w

ere
finally

provided
w

ith
a

Jew
ish

character
w

ho
w

as
so

recognizably
and

unam
biguously

heroic.”
16

T
he

A
m

erican
character

in
the

film
is

K
itty,

the
blonde

G
entile

nurse
w

ho
w

illeventually
becom

e
A

ri’s
love

interest.In
this

w
ay,

Prem
inger

and
U

ris
connect

the
Israeli

Jew
w

ith
allA

m
ericans,a

stylistic
device

aim
ed

at
keeping

the
story

from
becom

ing
too

par-
ticular,m

aking
itappealing

fora
broad

A
m

erican
audience.

T
hese

new
Jew

ish-Israeliheroes
of

the
1960s

w
ere

also
seen

in
Tobruk

(1967),w
here

W
orld

W
ar

II
Palestinian

Jew
ish

soldiers
take

the
lead

in
blow

ing
up

a
G

erm
an

m
unitions

depot.
C

ast
a

G
iant

Shadow
,a

film
aboutD

avid
M

arcus,the
A

m
erican

officer
w

ho
w

as
brought

to
Israelto

help
train

the
new

IsraelD
efense

Forces
as

the
1948

W
arofIndependence

broke
out,w

asm
ade

a
yearearlier.

Interestingly,each
ofthese

three
film

sw
asm

ade
priorto

Israel’s
lightning

victory
in

the
Six-D

ay
W

ar
in

1967,and
the

only
A

m
eri-

can
Jew

ish
hero

in
the

bunch
isM

arcus,w
ho

seem
sheroic

only
after

he
puts

on
an

Israeliuniform
.C

ertainly,in
the

actualExodus1947
events,w

e
have

brave
A

m
erican

Jew
sw

ho
broughtthe

ferry-turned-
freighter

from
B

altim
ore

to
the

portofM
arseilles

to
transportJew

-
ish

refugees
to

Palestine
and

w
ere

aboard
the

ship
w

hen
it

w
as

boarded
by

the
B

ritish;
one

w
as

even
bludgeoned

to
death

by
a

B
ritish

sailor.B
ut

neither
in

U
ris’s

book
nor

in
Prem

inger’s
m

ovie
doessuch

an
A

m
erican

characterappear.T
hough

A
m

erica
m

ay
have

been
ready

for
“foreign”

Jew
s

w
ho

stood
up

for
them

selves,film
-

m
akers

seem
ed

to
feel

that
the

tim
e

w
as

not
right

for
full-blow

n
A

m
erican

Jew
ish

heroes.
H

ow
ever,by

1968,as
the

w
ar

in
V

ietnam
escalated

and
there

w
ere

riotson
college

cam
pusesand

in
the

streetsofinnercities,this
period

ofJew
ish

heroescam
e

to
an

end
w

ith
T

he
Fixer.In

thisfilm
,

Exodus
and

th
e

Portrayal
of

th
e

U
nam

biguously
H

eroic
Israeli

15

“w
rongly

accused.”
B

ut
in

the
Ferrer

film
,the

Jew
ish

character
of

D
reyfus

is
an

im
portant

and
w

ell-developed
elem

ent.
Like

T
he

Young
Lions,this1958

film
isunafraid

to
m

ake
anti-Sem

itism
a

key
issue

w
ith

w
hich

to
be

reckoned.T
he

Jew
ish

aspect
of

history
w

as
finally

finding
its

expression
in

A
m

erican
cinem

a,and
the

Jew
of

1958
w

as
both

unapologetic
and

unafraid
to

claim
his

proper
place

in
A

m
erica.

Exodusand
the

Portrayal
O

fthe
U

nam
biguously

H
eroic

Israeli

A
s1960

cam
e,Jew

sfound
them

selvesfarm
ore

secure
and

suddenly
m

ore
visible

in
m

ost
w

alks
of

A
m

erican
life

than
ever

before.Vari-
ousbarriershad

fallen
and

w
ith

them
,the

tim
idity

ofthe
early

post-
w

ar
period

seem
ed

to
disappear.

A
few

Jew
ish

m
oviem

akers
even

turned
their

attention
to

the
new

State
ofIsrael.W

ith
the

ground-
breaking

release
by

O
tto

Prem
inger

of
Leon

U
ris’s

Exodus,
Israel

and,w
ith

it,the
H

olocaust
becam

e
centralthem

es
in

H
ollyw

ood.
N

ot
only

did
Prem

inger
introduce

the
story

of
Israel’s

birth,
but

H
olocaustsurvivorsw

ere
portrayed

on
screen.A

s
Leonard

Fein
put

it,“T
he

coincidence
in

tim
e

betw
een

our
learning

the
fulldim

en-
sionsofthe

European
tragedy

and
ourrejoicing

atIsrael’sindepend-
ence

hasirretrievably
linked

the
tw

o
events.”

14

W
ith

the
exception

ofEdw
ard

D
m

ytyk’sadaptation
ofM

ichael
B

lankfort’s
T

he
Juggler

in
1953,the

Shoah
had

been
pretty

m
uch

a
taboo

subject
in

H
ollyw

ood.
T

he
D

iary
of

Anne
Frank,

shorn
of

m
uch

of
its

Jew
ish

character,had
reached

the
screen

in
1959.T

he
previousyear,T

heYoung
Lionscontained

a
scene

in
w

hich
A

m
erican

servicem
en

(including
A

ckerm
an)

liberate
a

concentration
cam

p.
N

ow
Prem

inger,in
one

film
,coupled

the
birth

ofthe
State

ofIsrael
w

ith
the

horrors
of

the
w

ar.It
w

as
a

groundbreaking
m

om
ent

for
A

m
erican

Jew
ry,reflecting

how
they

felt
both

about
their

relation-
ship

w
ith

Israel
and

about
them

selves
as

Jew
s.

H
ow

ard
M

orley
Sachar

points
to

1960
as

a
turning

point
for

A
m

erican
Jew

ry,w
ith

John
F.K

ennedy’sendorsem
entofIsraelasa

factorin
the

1960
elec-

tions,
bringing

about
“a

decisive
shift

in
relations,

equally
w

ith
A

m
erican

Jew
sand

Israel.”
15
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break
K

id
(1972)

and
H

ow
ard

Z
ieff’s

H
earts

of
the

W
est

(1975),
struggled

w
ith

A
m

erican
Jew

ry’s
discom

fort
w

ith
its

new
found

acceptance.A
s

Lester
Friedm

an
points

out
in

H
ollyw

ood’sIm
age

of
theJew

,“T
hese

film
sattestto

the
Jew

s’grow
ing

stature
in

A
m

erican
society

and
to

the
centrality

of
the

Jew
ish

experience
w

ithin
the

A
m

erican
experience

of
the

sixties.”
17

A
s

Jew
s

m
oved

closer
to

the
centerofA

m
erican

society,they
feltm

ore
com

fortable
scoping

their
ow

n
distinctiveness.W

ith
this

new
standing

in
A

m
erica,the

safe
anonym

ity
that

previous
generations

of
Jew

ish
film

m
akers

had
so

m
eticulously

cultivated
w

ould
evaporate.

W
ith

the
1970s,

H
ollyw

ood
opened

up
A

m
erican

society
to

greater
introspection.T

his
new

license
for

reflection
broke

dow
n

barriers
in

allaspects
of

film
m

aking.A
s

for
the

characterization
of

Jew
s,film

historian
Patricia

Erens
notes,“[M

]any
Jew

ish
observers

w
ere

fearful,as
in

the
past,thatthe

new
openness

w
ould

resultin
a

backlash,and
that,by

allow
ing

negative
Jew

ish
portrayals,disrep-

utable
characters,and

anti-Jew
ish

sentim
ents,film

sw
ould

stim
ulate

negative
attitudes.”

18T
hisw

asneverthe
case.W

ith
anonym

ity
gone

and
license

given
for

self-exam
ination,

a
new

group
of

Jew
ish

m
oviem

akerssetoutto
elucidate

the
Jew

’splace
in

A
m

erica.
Perhaps

m
ost

representative
of

this
period

is
Sydney

Pollack’s
T

he
W

ay
W

e
W

ere,based
on

a
screenplay

by
A

rthur
Laurents.T

he
film

focuses
on

the
relationship

betw
een

K
atie

M
orosky

(B
arbra

Streisand)and
H

ubbellG
ardner

(R
obertR

edford).K
atie

isa
curly-

haired
Jew

ish
w

om
an

active
in

politics
and

protest.
H

ubbell
has

H
ollyw

ood
looks,

is
quite

athletic,
and

is
striving

to
be

a
w

riter.
T

hey
are

draw
n

to
each

other,and
thatattraction

eventually
leadsto

theirinvolvem
entand

m
arriage.Each

isso
differentfrom

the
other,

not
just

in
religion,politics,and

interests,but
in

m
atters

of
con-

science
and

even
food.“W

hat’s
the

m
atter?

You
don’t

like
m

y
pot

roast?”
K

atie
w

ants
to

change
the

w
orld,w

hile
H

ubbellis
sim

ply
trying

to
find

a
niche

for
him

selfas
a

salaried
w

riter.T
hey

are
very

m
uch

the
A

m
erican

Jew
and

non-Jew
of

the
1970s,

now
able

to
interactfreely

and
com

e
together.In

1920sm
ovies,Jew

and
G

entile
intersected,

often
in

an
adverse

environm
ent,

to
blend

into
the

Th
e

Jew
ish

A
ntih

ero
17

a
R

ussian
Jew,notan

A
m

erican
Jew,becom

es
the

center
ofa

strug-
gle

against
czarist

bigotry
and

treachery.
John

Frankenheim
er’s

adaptation
of

B
ernard

M
alam

ud’s
novel

has
the

sim
ple

tinkerer,
throw

n
in

jailforallegedly
killing

a
C

hristian
child,m

eeting
hisjail-

er
w

earing
t’fillin,

prepared
to

fight
as

Jew
.

Is
he

supposed
to

be
M

endelB
eilis

fighting
anti-Sem

itism
in

the
infam

ous
1913

blood
libeltrial?W

hetherhistorically
accurate

ornot,the
film

successfully
conveys

the
grow

ing
persecution

ofJew
s

in
R

ussia
at

that
tim

e
and

reflectsthe
em

ergence
ofthe

SovietJew
ry

m
ovem

entin
the

late
six-

ties.Is
T

he
Fixer

justa
replay

ofthe
D

reyfus
story

in
another

form
?

T
he

film
ends

as
the

“fixer”
m

arches
up

the
steps

of
the

regim
e’s

courtbuilding
asa

cause
célèbre

buoyed
by

w
orld

support,ready
to

seek
justice

as
a

Jew.N
o

A
m

erican
Jew

s
on

the
screen

at
this

tim
e

w
ere

m
aking

such
dem

ands,
but,

as
the

B
lack

Pow
er

m
ovem

ent
grew,Jew

s
started

to
com

e
forw

ard,albeit
guardedly,to

assert
their

ow
n

identity.

T
he

Jew
ish

A
ntihero:

Jew
ish

Self-H
atred

or
H

onestIntrospection?

By
1969,Philip

R
oth’s

w
riting

ushered
in

the
period

of
the

Jew
ish

antihero,w
ith

the
cinem

atic
version

ofG
oodbye,C

olum
buscreating

asm
uch

ofa
stirasthe

literary
version

had
a

decade
earlier.D

irector
Larry

Peerce’s
striking

portrayal
of

a
Jew

ish
sim

cha
left

audiences
across

A
m

erica
in

stitches,
w

hile
m

any
Jew

ish
film

goers
cringed

w
ith

em
barrassm

ent.T
he

Jew
in

A
m

erica
had

finally
arrived

socio-
econom

ically,and
w

e
w

ere
seeing

thatportrayalon
the

large
screen.

T
his

tim
e

it
w

asn’t
film

studio
heads

w
ho

w
ere

feeling
self-con-

scious,but
rather

a
sizable

proportion
ofthe

Jew
ish

audience,w
ho

felt
illat

ease
and

hum
iliated.W

as
this

“hidden”
anti-Sem

itism
,as

som
e

speculated?
W

ere
R

oth
and

Peerce
(son

of
cantor

and
opera

starJan
Peerce)self-hating

Jew
s?

D
uring

this
tim

e,film
s

portrayed
Jew

ish
gluttons

at
w

eddings
and

bar
m

itzvahs,
Jew

ish
m

en
lusting

after
G

entile
w

om
en,

and
even

m
ovie

m
ogulssym

bolically
throw

ing
bagelsatnon-Jew

s.G
ood-

bye,C
olum

busand
film

s
ofthis

ilk,such
as

Elaine
M

ay’s
T

he
H

eart-
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had
ever

before
been

seen.O
ver

the
next

tw
enty

years,this
charac-

terization
w

ould
dram

atically
change.

O
ne

film
m

aker
w

ho
has

struggled
w

ith
this

question,
from

his
earliest

years
of

m
aking

m
ovies,is

W
oody

A
llen.A

llen
has

w
restled

deeply
w

ith
his

Jew
ish

identity,
in

particular
his

ow
n

am
bivalence

at
being

born
Jew

ish.
T

hat
disquiet

has
m

ade
A

llen’s
film

w
ork

so
im

portant
in

under-
standing

the
Jew

in
A

m
erica.

In
Love

and
D

eath
(1971),setduring

the
N

apoleonic
era,A

llen
plays

the
part

of
a

youth
m

ore
interested

in
collecting

butterflies
than

in
w

arring
orgetting

drunk.In
the

service
ofhisnative

R
ussia,

asa
draftee

serving
the

czar,he
isportrayed

asfarbelow
othersin

his
ability

as
a

w
arrior.In

Sleeper
(1973),he

is
thrust

into
the

future,
w

here
hisbeing

“different”
m

akeshim
a

targetforarrest.U
pon

cap-
ture,a

socialw
orker

begins
the

process
of

getting
him

to
fit

into
society.In

an
effortathis

“assim
ilation,”

he
is

broughtto
G

insberg
&

C
ohen,

com
puterized

Jew
ish

robots,
w

ho
are

to
com

plete
the

process
of

m
aking

him
hom

ologize
by

providing
clothing

that
w

ill
“fit.”

H
ow

ever,the
robots—

the
“perfect”

Jew
s—

failin
their

efforts.
In

each
of

these
W

oody
A

llen
film

s,generalsociety
fails

to
allow

a
m

isfit,oran
outsiderifyou

w
ill,to

fitin.
A

llen
often

likesto
assum

e
the

role
ofodd-m

an-out,ashe
grap-

plesw
ith

hisJew
ishnessand

hisneed
and

desire
to

“join”
the

m
ain-

stream
.In

AnnieH
all(1977),w

here
he

pairshim
selfw

ith
Protestant

A
nnie,hispresence

atEasterdinnerprom
ptshim

to
representhim

-
selfvisually

in
H

asidic
garb

to
portray

how
uncom

fortable
he

feels
in

their
m

idst.In
contrastto

how
w

illing
M

r.Plow
m

an
(T

heYoung
Lions)w

asto
invite

N
oah

for“turkey,”
A

nnie’sm
om

m
akeshim

feel
allthe

m
ore

aw
kw

ard
and

unw
anted

w
ith

her“dynam
ite

ham
.”

Finally,in
Zelig,A

llen
giveshisstrongestrepresentation

ofw
hat

he
believes

it
is

to
be

a
Jew

in
the

w
orld—

to
be

like
a

cham
eleon

taking
on

the
aura

and
identity

of
the

environm
ent

around
him

.
W

ith
a

Frenchm
en,he

speaks
perfect

French;w
ith

psychiatrists
he

is
able

to
discuss

Freud;w
ith

C
hinese,he

takes
on

O
rientalcharac-

teristics.H
e

lacks
his

ow
n

identity,and
like

the
Jew

in
history,he

assum
es

the
identity

of
his

surroundings.
For

Irving
H

ow
e,

w
ho

W
oody

A
llen’s

Struggle
w

ith
h

is
Jew

ish
Identity

19

A
m

erican
“m

elting
pot.”

N
ow,in

1970s
m

otion
pictures,there

w
as

an
assum

ption
that

free
choice

is
at

w
ork,and

there
is

no
reason

w
hy

they
could

notbe
together.YetLaurentsand

Pollack
character-

ize
K

atie
and

H
ubbellas

being
too

different
from

one
another

for
the

union
of

Jew
and

non-Jew
to

w
ork.

Even
though

M
orosky

is
ready

to
iron

her
hair

and
give

up
ethnic

N
ew

York
for

L.A
.,itw

ill
notbe

enough.
Tw

o
decades

later,
in

T
he

Prince
of

T
ides

(1991),
Streisand

w
ould

play
D

r.Susan
Low

enstein,a
successfulN

ew
York

psychia-
trist

w
ho

encountersTom
W

ingo
(N

ick
N

olte),a
non-Jew

ish
foot-

ball
coach

from
the

“tides”
of

C
arolina.

T
he

tw
o

are
brought

togetherby
the

m
entalillnessofTom

’ssister,w
hose

alterego
isiden-

tified
as

a
H

olocaust
survivor.Tom

is
captivated

by
Susan,

even
coaching

her
son

in
the

artoffootball;the
m

etaphor
ofm

aking
the

Jew
ish

youth
m

ore
athletic,m

ore
A

m
erican,isstriking.In

the
1973

T
he

W
ay

W
e

W
ere,K

atie
is

the
“outsider”

draw
n

to
the

“all-A
m

eri-
can”

m
an.Eighteen

years
later,in

T
he

Prince
ofTides,the

sam
e

all-
A

m
erican

m
an,from

the
heartland

of
A

m
erica,now

becom
es

the
“outsider”

ashe
encountersN

ew
York.T

here
he

becom
esenam

ored
of

a
very

accom
plished

doctor,
a

Jew
ish

w
om

an,
w

ho
represents

w
hat

A
m

erica
has

com
e

to
define

as
success.T

hrough
these

tw
o

screen
portrayals

by
B

arbra
Streisand,

in
her

ow
n

right
a

success
story

asvocalist,actor,and
film

director,w
e

see
overthe

intervening
eighteen

yearsthe
transform

ation
ofthe

Jew
from

outsiderto
insid-

er.By
the

1970s,Jew
sin

A
m

erica
had

established
them

selves.T
heir

entrée,
over

the
next

tw
o

decades,
w

ould
m

ove
them

from
“out-

sider”
status

to
the

center
of

A
m

erican
society.

A
m

erican
cinem

a
recorded

thatpassage.

W
oody

A
llen’sStruggle

w
ith

hisJew
ish

Identity

From
earliestcinem

a,the
Jew

had
been

portrayed
asan

“outsider”
in

A
m

erica.Even
aslate

as1958,itisno
m

istake
thatdirectorEdw

ard
D

m
ytryk

show
s

N
oah

A
ckerm

an
as

the
lone

passenger
getting

off
the

bus
from

“beyond.”
W

ith
church

bells
ringing,N

oah
arrives

in
“C

hristian
A

m
erica”

to
m

eet
H

ope’s
dad,in

a
tow

n
w

here
no

Jew
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appearsin
the

film
ashim

self,A
llen’sZ

elig
isa

prototype
ofthe

Jew.
In

later
film

s,A
llen’s

Jew
ish

irresolution
w

ould
evolve

into
self-

reflection
oroutrightacceptance

ofhisJew
ishness.In

D
econstructing

H
arry

(1997),he
inserts

a
dialogue

w
ith

his
M

odern
O

rthodox
sis-

ter
about

w
hat

it
m

eans
to

be
a

Jew
in

A
m

erica.By
the

very
inclu-

sion
of

the
scene,

w
e

understand
that,

unlike
in

his
earlier

film
s

w
here

he
soughtoptionsoutside

Judaism
,he

seem
sto

have
accepted

his
“Jew

ish
lot,”

albeit
w

hile
continuing

his
self-analysis.A

certain
level

of
Jew

ish
acceptance

and
even

peace
have

entered
W

oody
A

llen’s
cinem

atic
w

orld.Just
as

other
A

m
erican

Jew
ish

film
m

akers
have

found
them

selves
m

ore
com

fortable
w

ith
their

Jew
ish

identity
asA

m
erica

transitionsinto
the

nextcentury,so
hasW

oody
A

llen.

Film
sFocusing

on
the

H
olocaust

By
1967,possibly

as
a

consequence
oflosing

its
underdog

status
in

the
Six-D

ay
W

ar
thatyear,Israelceased

being
a

popular
subjectfor

A
m

erican
m

oviem
akers.W

ithin
a

few
years,the

antiheroes
intro-

duced
by

Larry
Peerce,Elaine

M
ay,and

H
ow

ard
Z

iefftook
central

stage
ascinem

a’snew
Jew

s.H
ow

ever,by
the

end
ofthe

1970s,w
ith

the
presentation

of
the

1978
N

B
C

m
iniseries

H
olocaust

on
televi-

sion,the
Shoah

suddenly
attracted

everyone’sattention.T
he

im
por-

tance
of

that
television

event
cannot

be
overstated

in
raising

aw
arenessofthe

subjectofthe
Shoah

to
the

A
m

erican
public

and
to

the
w

orld.A
stelevision

critic
Frank

R
ich

noted,“Itisto
television’s

credit
that

it
tackled

the
subject

of
the

H
olocaust

at
all

w
hen

so
m

any
ofthe

other
m

ass
arts

w
ould

not.”
19

W
hat

w
ould

follow
w

as
the

creation
of

a
new

genre
in

H
ollyw

ood
film

m
aking—

the
H

olo-
caustm

ovie.A
m

erican
producershad

largely
avoided

the
topic

prior
to

1978.A
snoted

earlier,A
m

erican
film

m
akersfrom

1934
untilthe

beginning
ofthe

w
arhad

stayed
aw

ay
from

Jew
ish

subjects,certain-
ly

avoiding
the

issue
of

Jew
ish

persecution.
A

fter
the

backlash
caused

by
release

of
C

onfessionsofa
N

azi
Spy

in
1939,any

project
still

under
consideration

to
show

N
azi

persecution
w

as
dropped,

w
ith

C
haplin’s

T
he

G
reatD

ictator
being

the
only

picture
produced.

Even
after

Pearl
H

arbor,
as

film
historian

Ilan
A

visar
points

out,
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m
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“[T
]here

is
a

striking
avoidance

of
any

explicit
presentation

of
the

Jew
ish

catastrophe
during

the
course

of
the

w
ar.”

20
In

fact,m
any

film
sm

isrepresented
the

actualeventsasthey
w

ere
unfolding.

C
ertainly

som
e

H
olocaust-related

narratives
w

ere
screened

in
A

m
erican

theaters
in

the
years

that
follow

ed
the

w
ar.Fred

Z
inne-

m
ann’s

T
he

Search
(1947)

tracked
a

group
of

refugee
children

to
a

U
N

R
R

A
hom

e;and
in

1953,T
he

Juggler
focused

on
the

plightofa
survivor

w
ho

com
es

to
Israelafter

the
w

ar.T
he

Young
Lions(1958)

show
ed

not
only

the
liberation

ofa
concentration

cam
p

by
A

m
eri-

can
forces,butthe

sensitivity
thatA

m
ericansw

ould
show

in
dealing

w
ith

survivors.T
he

D
iary

ofAnne
Frank

follow
ed,and

Judgm
ent

at
N

urem
burg

(1961)focused
attention

on
w

arcrim
es.Sidney

Lum
et’s

independently
m

ade
T

he
Paw

nbroker
(1964)

studied
a

survivor’s
pain

and
suffering

as
he

tries
to

balance
his

past
w

ith
his

present.
Ship

ofFools(1965)
and

C
abaret(1972)

gave
a

flavor
oflife

in
pre-

W
orld

W
ar

II
N

aziG
erm

any.A
decade

later,film
m

akers
looked

at
w

arcrim
inalsatlarge

and
theiractivitiesin

film
slike

T
heO

dessa
File

(1974),T
heM

arathon
M

an
(1976),and

T
heBoysfrom

Brazil(1979).
D

espite
H

olocaust
them

es
like

these
tackled

in
A

m
erican

m
ovies,

one
m

ust
note

that
before

1978
no

A
m

erican
narrative

film
m

aker
dared

enterthe
forbidden

terrain
ofthe

actualsuffering
ofJew

sdur-
ing

the
w

aryears.
In

anticipation
of

the
telecast

of
H

olocaust,
the

educational
m

aterials
prepared

and
the

explosion
of

press
and

articles
not

only
aboutthe

m
iniseries,buton

the
Shoah

asa
w

hole
w

asunprecedent-
ed.T

he
im

pact
ofthis

inform
ation

blitz
and

ofthe
series

itselfw
as

fargreaterthan
anyone

w
ould

have
im

agined
beforehand.H

olocaust
garnered

praise
from

m
ostcircles,butencountered

greatopposition
from

the
survivor

com
m

unity.
Jeffrey

Shandler
noted

that
the

m
iniseries

engendered
“extended

discussion.”
21

M
ostvocalw

as
Elie

W
iesel,

w
ho

w
rote

in
the

N
ew

York
T

im
es

of
the

m
ovie,

“untrue,
offensive,cheap

...an
insultto

those
w

ho
perished

and
to

those
w

ho
survived....

A
uschw

itz
cannot

be
explained

nor
can

it
be

visual-
ized.”

22
T

he
author

of
the

H
olocaust

screenplay,
G

erald
G

reen,
replied

in
print,

but
dram

atist
Paddy

C
hayefsky’s

rejoinder
w

as

Film
s

Focusing
on

th
e

H
olocaust

21



probably
m

ost
on

target
w

hen
he

stated,
“Trivialization

is
televi-

sion.”
23

W
ith

the
broadcast

of
the

m
iniseries

the
next

year
in

G
er-

m
any

and
the

docum
ented

“public
good”

created
here

and
around

the
w

orld,
H

olocaust-them
ed

m
ovies

becam
e

an
unobjectionable

genre
ofm

ovie-m
aking.

Even
though

the
taboo

had
been

lifted
from

m
aking

film
sabout

the
H

olocaust,
it

took
several

years
before

H
ollyw

ood
producers

w
ere

ready
to

m
ake

them
.In

the
m

eantim
e,film

sfrom
France,Italy,

the
N

etherlands,and
G

reat
B

ritain,w
hich

prior
to

the
early

1970s
had

largely
ignored

the
Shoah,

m
ade

their
w

ay
to

A
m

erican
the-

aters.D
ocum

entary
film

m
akers

here
began

to
explore

the
subject

seriously,butitw
asnotuntilthe

late
1980sthatthe

H
olocaustfilm

in
A

m
erica

w
ould

truly
becom

e
a

genre
of

its
ow

n.Events
like

the
arrest

of
K

laus
B

arbie
in

1987
and

the
w

ar
crim

es
trial

of
John

D
em

janjuk
ofO

hio
thatsam

e
year

broughtthe
H

olocaustagain
to

the
attention

of
A

m
ericans.

B
y

1989,
there

w
as

an
explosion

of
film

s
on

allaspects
ofthe

H
olocaust:C

osta-G
avras

w
ould

bring
us

M
usic

Box,the
story

of
a

A
m

erican
law

yer
w

ho
struggles

w
ith

the
accusation

that
her

father
is

guilty
of

w
ar

crim
es.PaulM

azursky,
draw

ing
from

a
novelby

I.B
.Singer,looked

atthe
life

ofa
survivor

now
living

in
N

ew
York

in
Enem

ies:
A

Love
Story.

R
obert

Young
explored

the
life

ofa
G

reek
Jew

ish
boxer

incarcerated
in

A
uschw

itz
in

Trium
ph

of
the

Spirit.
H

B
O

released
B

rian
G

ibson’s
M

urderers
am

ong
U

s,
a

narrative
about

the
life

of
Sim

on
W

iesenthal.
T

he
H

olocaustm
ovie

fitnicely
into

the
H

ollyw
ood

m
ovie

m
odel—

w
ith

the
need

fora
good

guy
and

bad
guy.

By
this

tim
e,Jew

ish
m

ovie
producers

felt
very

m
uch

at
hom

e
portraying

Jew
son

screen.N
evertheless,in

“post-Entebbe”
A

m
erica,

despite
adm

iration
for

Israel’s
lightning

hostage
rescue

on
A

m
erica’s

bicentennialbirthday,dealing
w

ith
Israelw

as
found

to
be

too
con-

troversial,and
tackling

otherm
om

entsin
Jew

ish
history

w
asdeem

ed
irrelevant.C

osta-G
avraslearned

thisw
hen

hisH
anna

K
.(1982)w

as
panned

as
being

too
pro-Palestinian.Even

w
ith

Steven
Spielberg’s

M
unich

(2005),a
portrayalofan

Israelideath
squad’seffortsto

assas-
sinate

individualsresponsible
forthe

m
urderofthe

Israeliathletesat
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the
1972

M
unich

O
lym

pics,the
Jew

ish
com

m
unity

w
as

divided
as

to
w

hether
Spielberg’s

treatm
ent

w
as

sufficiently
pro-Israel.In

con-
trast,the

subject
of

the
H

olocaust
supplied

the
ingredients

needed
to

provide
a

successfuland
nondivisive

m
ovie.

H
olocaust

them
es

could
also

be
seen

as
not

necessarily
specific

to
the

Jew
ish

experi-
ence,butratheruniversalin

theirrepresentation
ofevil.

T
he

Shoah
becam

e
firm

ly
affixed

on
the

A
m

erican
cultural

m
ap,and

asPeter
N

ovick,author
ofT

he
H

olocaustin
Am

erican
Life,

w
rote:“T

he
culm

ination
ofthe

processw
asSteven

Spielberg’s1993
Schindler’sList,w

hich
benefited

not
just

from
the

director’s
m

ega-
reputation

but
from

the
fact

that
it

appeared
in

the
sam

e
year

that
the

W
ashington

H
olocaust

M
useum

opened.”
Indeed,

just
as

the
T

V
m

iniseries
H

olocausthad
draw

n
so

m
uch

press
and

garnered
so

m
any

aw
ards

in
1978,so

in
1993

“public
officials

from
the

presi-
dent

on
dow

n
w

ere
so

actively
prom

oting
Spielberg’s

film
.”

24

Schindler’sListproved
there

w
as

a
sizable

audience
for

this
genre

of
film

,thatitcould
m

ake
m

oney
and

receive
criticalacclaim

;the
film

garnered
several

aw
ards,

including
the

A
cadem

y
Aw

ard
®

for
B

est
M

otion
Picture.To

be
sure,the

film
had

itsdetractors.C
laude

Lanz-
m

ann,w
hose

nine-and-a-half-hour-long
French

docum
entary

Shoah
docum

ented
survivor

testim
ony

in
a

m
anner

that
shook

W
estern

cineastes,charged
that

the
Spielberg

film
“com

m
its

a
transgression

by
trivializing

the
H

olocaust,
thereby

denying
its

unique
charac-

ter.”
25

A
gain,the

questions
ofrepresentation

and
trivialization

w
ere

debated,asm
any

questioned
the

film
m

aker’srightto
recreate

reality
in

narrative
film

.G
erm

an
docum

entary
film

m
aker

M
ichaelVerho-

even
w

ent
even

further:“C
inem

a
can

only
approxim

ate
reality,”

he
insisted.“T

he
m

ore
perfectly

cinem
a

is
able

to
im

itate
reality,the

m
ore

questionable
Ifind

it—
particularly

w
ith

thissubject.”
26

T
here

is
little

doubt
that

H
olocaust

cinem
a

w
as

successfulnot
only

in
getting

the
attention

ofthe
A

m
erican

audience
but

in
con-

tributing
to

theirm
oraleducation.H

ow
ever,som

e
scholars,such

as
Peter

N
ovick,questioned

the
value

of
H

olocaust
aw

areness
to

pro-
vide

a
usable

m
orallesson.W

rites
N

ovick,“T
here

are
surely

those
w

ho
are

turned
around

by
the

experience,em
erge

w
ith

altered
val-

Film
s

Focusing
on

th
e

H
olocaust

23



into
m

ovie
housesin

the
1970s,such

asJoan
M

icklin
Silver’sH

ester
Street

(1975)
and

Jan
K

adar’s
C

anadian-m
ade

Lies
M

y
Father

Told
M

e,m
ade

the
sam

e
year.Each

dealtw
ith

im
m

igrantlife
atthe

turn
ofthe

century:H
ester

Streetw
ith

N
ew

York,LiesM
y

FatherTold
M

e
aboutM

ontreal.O
ther

m
ovies

such
as

Jan
K

adar’s
T

he
AngelLevine

(1971)and
R

oberta
H

odes’sA
SecretSpace

(1979)tackled
questions

ofbeliefand
Jew

ish
spirituality.Jerem

y
K

agan’s
T

he
C

hosen
(1981),

based
on

the
novelby

C
haim

Potok,struggled
w

ith
the

pullsofpar-
ticularism

and
religious

observance
in

postw
ar

A
m

erica,as
did

Eli
C

ohen’s
C

anadian-m
ade

T
he

Q
uarrel

(1991),
based

on
a

C
haim

G
rade

shortstory.
T

here
w

ere
even

m
ovies

like
R

obert
A

ldrich’s
T

he
Frisco

K
id

(1979)
that

used
com

edy
to

tellthe
story

of
the

Jew
ish

love
affair

w
ith

A
m

erica.
T

he
Frisco

K
id

is
unique

in
featuring

a
rabbi

w
ho

arrives
on

the
East

C
oast

in
the

late
nineteenth

century
and

m
ust

m
ake

his
w

ay
to

San
Francisco

to
assum

e
his

pulpit.O
n

the
w

ay
w

est,he
encounters

outlaw
s,Indians,and

a
series

ofother
m

ishaps
that

serve
as

his
introduction

to
A

m
erica.A

llalong,he
keeps

his
faith

and
refusesto

divesthim
selfofthe

Torah
thathe

iscarrying
to

hiscongregation.C
an

the
Jew

keep
hisfaith

in
A

m
erica?

T
histhem

e
w

asem
blem

atic
ofa

new
Jew

ish
thrustin

A
m

erican
cinem

a
beginning

in
the

1980s.A
tthistim

e,H
ow

ard
Z

ieffdirected
Private

Benjam
in

(1980),abouta
Jew

ish
w

om
an

w
ho

only
succeeds

in
fulfilling

herselfw
hen

she
leavesbehind

heroverly
protective

and
affluentJew

ish
w

orld.B
enjam

in
neverrejectsherJudaism

(she
only

m
arries

Jew
ish

m
en),nor

does
she

change
her

nam
e

to
gain

entrée
into

A
m

erica
(here

represented
by

the
U

.S.A
rm

y).Still,itbecom
es

clear
that

had
she

stayed
in

her
ow

n
sheltered

Jew
ish

w
orld,

she
could

neverhave
achieved

w
hatshe

did.R
ichard

Fleischer’sT
heJazz

Singer
(1980),w

ith
N

ealD
iam

ond,adapted
from

previousversions
of

the
film

,rew
orks

the
story

of
the

cantor’s
son

w
ho

w
ants

to
be

“successful.”
Each

version
show

sthe
son

leaving
hom

e
and

having
a

relationship
w

ith
a

non-Jew
ish

w
om

an
ashe

triesto
find

hisw
ay

to
A

m
erican

success.W
hat’snew

in
thisfilm

isthathe
blessesthe

Sab-
bath

candlesw
ith

hisnon-Jew
ish

w
om

an
friend,trying

to
show

that

N
ostalgia

and
Positive

Jew
ish

Identity
M

ovies
25

ues
or

perspective,
just

as
no

doubt
there

are
those

w
ho

had
this

kind
ofexperience

w
ith

Schindler’sList.B
uthow

m
any?...B

utto
go

from
that

to
the

notion
that

visitors
are

in
any

sense
different

after
the

encounter—
that

they
have

in
any

w
orthw

hile
sense

‘learned
lessons’—

seem
sto

m
e

to
confuse

an
adm

irable
aspiration

w
ith

actu-
al

or
attainable

accom
plishm

ent.”
27

H
ow

ever
you

evaluate
the

m
oralim

pact,ithasbeen
exciting

to
see

A
m

erican
Jew

ish
film

m
ak-

ers
com

e
forw

ard
as

Jew
s

ready
to

delve
into

the
subject

of
the

Shoah.T
his

kind
of

Jew
ish

outpouring
on

the
part

of
H

ollyw
ood

m
ovie-m

akers
is

unprecedented.
O

ver
the

last
tw

o
decades,

the
H

olocausthasbeen
a

dom
inantthem

e
in

m
oviesand

on
television.

In
thisregard,som

e
have

expressed
concern

thatfortoo
m

any
Jew

s,
the

H
olocaust

and
its

com
m

em
oration

have
becom

e
the

new
essence

ofJudaism
.Jew

ish
film

festivals,w
hich

have
spread

to
over

120
com

m
unitiesacrossN

orth
A

m
erica,have

a
substantialnum

ber
of

film
s

on
the

H
olocaust

as
part

of
their

repertoire,
som

etim
es

m
ore

than
half.W

here
are

the
film

son
otheraspectsofJew

ish
life?

T
he

success
of

the
H

olocaust
m

ovie
in

the
1990s

w
as

also
not

lost
on

film
producers

and
observers.O

ver
that

tim
e

period,m
any

film
s

that
dealt

w
ith

the
Shoah

garnered
A

cadem
y

Aw
ards ®,from

narratives
like

Schindler’s
List,

Life
Is

Beautiful
(Italian),

and
T

he
Pianistto

docum
entaries

such
as

T
he

Long
W

ay
H

om
e

and
O

ne
D

ay
in

Septem
ber.W

as
itcoincidence,guilton

the
partofA

cadem
y

vot-
ers,

or
just

quality
cinem

a?
W

hatever
it

w
as,

that
aw

ard-w
inning

trend
seem

s
to

have
changed

these
past

five
years,as

film
s

such
as

T
im

B
lake

N
elson’sT

heG
rey

Zone(2001)aboutlife
around

the
cre-

m
atoria

and
the

G
erm

an-m
ade

D
ow

nfall(2004)
focusing

on
A

dolf
H

itler
m

ay
have

gone
a

bit
too

far.C
ertainly,today’s

environm
ent

for
m

aking
H

olocaust
film

s
in

A
m

erica
is

not
as

friendly
as

before,
and

thatm
ay

notbe
allbad.

N
ostalgia

and
Positive

Jew
ish

Identity
M

ovies

O
ver

the
lastforty

years,the
story

ofthe
A

m
erican

Jew
reached

the
screen

in
a

variety
of

narrative
genres

other
than

the
“antihero”

m
oviesthatbegan

in
1969.Several“nostalgia”

film
sfound

theirw
ay
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recurring
in

Levinson’shead:“IfI
knew

thingsw
ould

no
longer

be,
I

w
ould

have
tried

to
rem

em
ber

them
better.”

29
T

his
is

one
of

the
lastthingsthatthe

aging
patriarch

Sam
tellshisgrandson

asthe
film

com
esto

itsconclusion.
In

1999,B
arry

Levinson
revisited

his
hom

etow
n

of
B

altim
ore

in
Liberty

H
eights.T

histim
e,he

placesthe
story

ata
pointin

history
afterthe

elim
ination

ofthe
urban

im
m

igrantghetto.Itis1954,and
the

Jew
is

now
ostensibly

an
integrated

m
em

ber
ofA

m
erican

socie-
ty.

Liberty
H

eights,
seem

ingly
beginning

w
here

Avalon
left

off,
is

aboutdistinctionsand
barriersthatw

ere
very

realin
the

post-W
orld

W
arIIera.Jew

shave
begun

to
m

ove
to

the
suburbs,w

here
there

are
fencesand

lim
itsthatregulate

access.T
hisfilm

focuseson
Jew

sw
ho

w
ant

to
cross

the
tracks

and
m

ove
in

and
out

of
their

suburban
ghettos.

In
contrast

to
Avalon,

this
is

a
film

steeped
in

Jew
ish

m
om

ents.T
here

is
a

Shabbatdinner,R
osh

H
ashana

services,and
a

strong
evocation

of
Jew

ish
identity.

W
hile

on
one

level
Liberty

H
eights

is
a

study
of

the
liberties

that
tw

o
sons

take
in

breaking
dow

n
socialand

racialboundaries,itisalso
a

look
ata

Jew
ish

fam
i-

ly
w

ith
strong

Jew
ish

traditions,values,and
history.

Tow
ard

the
conclusion

of
Liberty

H
eights,three

Jew
ish

boys
go

to
the

localsw
im

club
w

ith
pliers

to
pulldow

n
the

sign
that

reads,
“N

o
Jew

s,D
ogs

and
C

oloreds.”
It

is
a

m
om

ent
of

Jew
ish

assertion
ofpow

er
and

determ
ination,as

w
e

w
atch

them
w

alk
defiantly

into
the

club
and

onto
the

dock
ofthe

sw
im

m
ing

area.A
sthe

three
take

off
their

shirts,
each

sports
a

letter
draw

n
on

his
chest,

together
spelling

the
w

ord
JE

W
.W

hetherthisisLevinson’srendering
ofthe

historicalera
ofthe

1950sor
a

statem
entofidentification

for
today

isleftup
to

the
view

er.In
Avalon,the

im
m

igrantJew
strugglesw

ith
hisorherentry

onto
the

A
m

erican
stage

and
how

thatarrivalw
ould

affect
fam

ily.In
Liberty

H
eights,the

im
m

igrant
m

em
ory

has
faded.

In
both

of
his

film
s,Levinson’s

search
for

m
em

ory,not
dissim

ilar
from

the
journey

begun
by

Liev
Schreiberin

Everything
IsIllum

inat-
ed,speaksto

the
essence

ofhow
Jew

ish
history

isbeing
m

ediated
in

A
m

erican
cinem

a
today.Each

ofthe
Levinson

film
s

serves
notsim

-
ply

as
a

record
ofvisualreality,butalso

as
a

register
for

the
feelings

N
ostalgia

and
Positive

Jew
ish

Identity
M

ovies
27

w
hile

he
m

ay
be

seeking
success,he

isnotabandoning
hisfaith.Just

before
the

now
successfulstaristo

perform
,he

goesto
synagogue

to
reaffirm

his
Jew

ishness.Jew
ish

film
m

akers
of

the
1980s

continued
to

struggle
w

ith
issues

of
inclusion,but

not
at

the
expense

of
their

Judaism
.

In
Avalon

(1990),
w

riter-director
B

arry
Levinson

paints
a

superb
portraitofthe

A
m

erican
Jew

ish
im

m
igrantexperience

in
the

early
partofthe

tw
entieth

century,from
the

arrivalofJew
son

these
shores

to
their

adaptation
to

the
A

m
erican

w
ay

of
life

and
their

struggle
to

claim
a

slice
of

the
A

m
erican

pie.
A

valon
depicts

the
unfolding

ofa
new

A
m

erican
Jew

ish
society

in
form

ation.Sam
,the

patriarch
ofthe

fam
ily,tellsa

pow
erfulhistory

ofone
Jew

ish
fam

ily
in

B
altim

ore,butw
e

neverfind
outw

here
he,oreven

hisfatherw
ho

isbroughtby
the

fam
ily

to
A

m
erica

a
decade

later,com
esfrom

.Itis
som

ehow
inconsequential,because

thisisan
A

m
erican

story,draw
n

from
m

em
ory.A

s
m

odern
Jew

ish
historian

B
en

H
alpern

observed
about

this
foreshortened

view,it
is

the
“one-generation

experience
ofthe

im
m

igrantghetto,know
n

from
itsvery

inception
to

be
outof

the
fram

e
ofhistory

and
culture.”

28T
here

isno
“before

they
cam

e
to

A
m

erica”;w
e

know
w

hat
happens

after,and
the

“before”
is

of
no

consequence.W
hereasYiddish

film
m

akersin
1930sA

m
erica

w
ould

often
evoke

Eastern
Europe

in
theirstory

lines,rarely
hasan

A
m

eri-
can

m
ainstream

m
oviem

aker
introduced

a
foreign

starting
point

in
an

A
m

erican
Jew

ish
saga.For

Sam
,his

story
and

his
w

orld
begin

w
ith

hisarrivalin
A

m
erica,and

thism
om

entofbeginning
becom

es
the

underlying
oralnarrative

as
itis

told
and

retold
over

the
course

ofthe
film

.
W

hat’s
om

inous
aboutAvalon

is
how

devoid
ofJew

ish
ritualor

Jew
ish

sym
bols

the
film

is.T
hese

are
clearly

Jew
s,but

they
do

not
celebrate

their
Jew

ishnessnor
representitin

any
w

ay.Still,thislack
of

Jew
ish

visualcues
does

not
m

ask
how

authentically
Jew

ish
this

film
is.Itis

a
m

otion
picture

aboutJew
s

assim
ilating

into
A

m
erica,

Jew
sforw

hom
A

m
erica

hasbecom
e

theirreligion,and
abouthow

a
new

setofrituals,history,and
m

em
ory

ispassed
dow

n
to

the
ensu-

ing
generations.T

hiscore
them

e
iscaptured

by
one

phrase
thatkept
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he
m

ustreconsider
his

relationship
w

ith
a

non-Jew
ish

w
om

an.T
he

difference
from

film
s

of
a

generation
earlier

is
that

the
son

affirm
s

that
his

Judaism
is

of
great

im
portance

to
him

and
that

he
has

no
desire

to
give

itup.
T

he
m

eaning
in

Jew
ish

ritual
and

celebration
is

the
central

them
e

of
Salvadore

Litvak’s
W

hen
D

o
W

e
Eat?

(2005).In
this

film
focusing

on
a

dysfunctionalfam
ily’s

Passover
Seder,the

view
er

fol-
low

s
their

search
for

m
eaning

and
history

through
celebration.A

sim
ilar

them
e

surfacesin
ScottM

arshall’s
K

eeping
U

p
w

ith
the

Steins
(2006),a

portrait
of

Jew
ish

affluence
and

of
contem

porary
A

m
eri-

can
Jew

ish
life.Justw

hatis
the

im
portance

ofa
bar

m
itzvah?

Is
ita

vehicle
for

show
ing

off
how

successfulone
has

becom
e

in
A

m
erica

or
isita

m
om

entthathasa
seriousspiritualdim

ension?B
enjam

in’s
decision

to
m

ake
the

Jew
ish

nature
ofthis

rite
ofpassage

centralto
hiscelebration

ratherthan
the

party
celebratesand

affirm
sJudaism

.
H

isdecision
contrastssharply

w
ith

w
hatJew

ish
m

oviem
akerscreat-

ed
in

the
late

1960sand
1970sw

hen
“com

ing
ofaffluence”

w
asthe

centralthem
e

ofJew
ish

A
m

erican
cinem

a.
In

Judd
A

patow
’sK

nocked
U

p
(2007),the

“guys”
gettogetherat

a
bar,

ostensibly
to

m
eet

w
om

en.
B

en
(Scott

R
ogen)

relates
how

good
he

feels,having
screened

Steven
Spielberg’s

M
unich

the
previ-

ousnight.“Ihaven’tseen
itsince

itcam
e

out....T
hatm

ovie
hasEric

B
ana

[referring
to

the
Avner

character]
kicking

ass.T
hrough

every
m

ovie
w

ith
Jew

s,w
e’re

the
ones

getting
killed—

M
unich

flips
it

on
its

ear....If
anyone

gets
laid

tonight,it’s
because

of
Eric

B
ana

and
M

unich.You
guys—

I’m
glad

I’m
Jew

ish!”
Such

an
interchange

on
screen

w
ould

have
been

unim
aginable

a
decade

earlier.A
patow

has
no

qualm
sputting

outon
the

screen
thatthese

young
m

en
are

Jew
-

ish
and

proud
ofit.

In
addition,as

tw
enty-first-century

Jew
s

in
A

m
erica,A

patow
’s

characters
seem

totally
com

fortable
in

any
environm

ent,certainly
sitting

ata
bar

w
ith

non-Jew
s.T

hey
are

Jew
ish

in
A

m
erica

in
a

new
w

ay
thatis

overtand
“in

your
face,”

w
ith

no
intention

ofhiding
it.

In
fact,w

hen
Scott’s

friend,the
only

non-Jew
ofthe

group,chim
es

in,“You
guys.I’m

glad
I’m

notJew
ish,”

B
en

responds,“Yeah,so
are

Film
s

of
Jew

ish
A

cceptance
and

A
ffirm

ation
29

28
A

m
erican

Jew
ish

Experience
th

rough
th

e
Lens

of
C

inem
a

and
attitudes

of
the

1990s.
A

s
film

historian
Pierre

Sorlin
points

out,“W
e

know
that

history
is

a
society’s

m
em

ory
of

its
past,and

that
the

functioning
of

this
m

em
ory

depends
on

the
situation

in
w

hich
the

society
finds

itself.”
30

A
s

the
1990s

began
and

cam
e

to
a

close,B
arry

Levinson
gave

us
tw

o
pow

erfulJew
ish

historicalfilm
textsw

ith
w

hich
to

betterunderstand
w

ho
w

e
w

ere
and

w
ho

w
e

are.
H

e,along
w

ith
Schreiber

and
a

grow
ing

num
ber

ofA
m

erican
Jew

-
ish

film
m

akers,provides
new

cinem
atic

canvasses
from

w
hich

w
e

can
draw

greater
clarity

about
the

events
that

shaped
and

continue
to

fashion
w

ho
w

e
are

asJew
sin

A
m

erica.

Film
sofJew

ish
A

cceptance
and

A
ffirm

ation

Jew
ish

film
s

m
ade

over
the

last
decade

have
generally

conveyed
a

sense
of

Jew
ish

connectedness.
T

he
Jew

is
out

there,
in

the
real

w
orld,

m
eeting

and
interacting

w
ith

all
kinds

of
A

m
ericans

and
often

developing
relationships

w
ith

people
of

other
faiths.

A
t

the
sam

e
tim

e,there
is

a
strong

inherent
sense

that
getting

into
such

relationships
are

not
at

the
expense

of
one’s

Judaism
.

In
D

aniel
Petrie’s

T
he

A
ssistant

(1997),adapted
from

the
B

ernard
M

alam
ud

novel,
H

elen
B

ober,
despite

the
strong

protest
of

her
parents,

is
attracted

to
the

non-Jew
ish

Frank
A

lpine.
Yet,

after
a

series
of

events,it
becom

es
clear

that
they

cannot
rem

ain
together

unless
he

convertsto
Judaism

.In
Edw

ard
N

orton’sK
eeping

theFaith
(2000),a

rabbifalls
in

love
w

ith
a

non-Jew
ish

w
om

an.T
hey

truly
love

each
other,butthe

rabbiisclearthathis“faith”
isa

“greatpartofw
ho

he
is”

and
unless

she
can

accept
that,they

have
no

future.A
s

the
film

ends,w
e

are
led

to
understand

thatshe
isstudying

forconversion.
In

Jay
R

oach’s
M

eet
the

Fockers
(2004),perhaps

a
m

odern-day
rendition

of
T

he
C

ohens
and

the
K

ellys,
an

“all-A
m

erican”
fam

ily
com

esto
Florida

to
m

eettheirfuture
Jew

ish
in-law

s.W
hatispartic-

ularly
fascinating

and
representative

ofthe
Jew

ish
situation

today
is

thatthe
(all-A

m
erican)Byrnescouple

isaccepted
in

by
the

Jew
s,the

Fockers,notthe
other

w
ay

around.H
ere

itisthe
non-Jew

sw
ho

are
assim

ilated
by

the
Jew

s.
M

ost
recently,

in
Lisa

M
etzger’s

Prim
e

(2005),the
Jew

ish
therapist

m
other

keeps
rem

inding
her

son
that



1952
adaptation

of
Sam

son
R

aphaelson’s
T

he
Jazz

Singer,directed
by

M
ichael

C
urtiz.

In
this

rem
ake

of
a

1927
film

,
gone

are
the

im
m

igrantobservantfatherand
the

“break-aw
ay”

son,replaced
by

a
w

ell-spoken
fatherand

son,both
graduatesofYale.

O
ver

the
next

thirty
years,as

H
ollyw

ood’s
Jew

s
struggled

w
ith

their
new

found
acceptance

as
Jew

s,cinem
a

reflected
that

struggle
and,w

ith
it,a

sense
ofdiscom

fortw
ith

this
new

status
in

A
m

erica.
From

the
late

1950s
into

the
early

1980s,H
ollyw

ood
first

put
for-

w
ard

a
series

of
“non-A

m
erican”

Jew
ish

heroes
w

ho
w

ould
not

be
threatening,and

then
follow

ed
these

w
ith

over
a

decade
of

A
m

eri-
can

Jew
ish

antiheroeslike
those

portrayed
in

G
oodbye,C

olum
busand

Portnoy’sC
om

plaint.
D

uring
the

past
tw

enty-five
years,

w
ith

a
new

generation,
A

m
erican

cinem
a

and
the

producers
w

ho
m

ake
m

ovies
have

com
e

to
term

s
w

ith
the

“unabashed”
Jew.U

nlike
the

generation
thatpre-

ceded
them

,the
Jew

ish
m

oviem
akersofthe

lastquarterofa
century

have
been

forthright
about

their
Jew

ishness.T
he

Jew
ish

characters
they

have
developed

on-screen
are

com
fortable

as
Jew

s,not
having

to
convert,assim

ilate,orhide
theirJudaism

.T
histendency

isreflec-
tive

of
a

greater
com

fort
levelby

the
current

generation
of

Jew
ish

m
oviem

akers,possibly
hastened

by
Steven

Spielberg’s
stepping

for-
w

ard
to

m
ake

Schindler’sList
in

1993.T
his

tendency
has

certainly
accelerated

over
the

last
decade.B

arry
Levinson

w
ould

begin
and

end
his

1999
film

Liberty
H

eightson
R

osh
H

ashana,w
hereas

nine
yearsearlierAvalon

had
been

pretty
m

uch
devoid

ofanything
visibly

Jew
ish.PaulM

azursky,w
hose

pictures
over

forty
years

offilm
m

ak-
ing

certainly
contained

charactersw
hom

one
understood

to
be

Jew
-

ish,w
ould

m
ake

Yippie
in

2006
about

his
ow

n
Jew

ish
journey

to
Eastern

Europe.Jerem
y

K
agan,w

ho
in

1981
directed

T
he

C
hosen,

w
ould

finally
return

to
a

Jew
ish

subjectpicture
w

ith
G

olda’sBalcony
in

2007.
In

the
new

century,Jew
ish

life,history,and
heritage

have
taken

centerstage
in

cinem
atic

portrayalsofA
m

erican
Jew

ish
life.M

ovies
have

generally
celebrated

Jew
ish

life
and

experience.
In

addition,
w

ith
a

greater
com

fort
in

tackling
the

topic
of

the
H

olocaust
on-

Film
as

a
R

eflection
of

th
e

C
h

anging
Experience

of
A

m
erican

Jew
s

31

w
e!You

w
eren’t

chosen
for

a
reason,”

deriding
him

for
not

being
good

enough.In
an

interview
shortly

before
the

film
’s

release,A
pa-

tow
rem

arked:

I
didn’t

set
out

to
m

ake
the

m
ovie

too
Jew

-centric,to
create

a
w

ord
for

this
conversation.B

ut
Seth

is
a

Jew
ish

guy
and

allhis
friends

are
Jew

ish,
at

least
the

ones
I

cast
in

the
m

ovie,
so

I
thoughtit’d

be
funny

thatthey
talk

aboutit,because
it’s

truth-
fulto

their
experience....I

didn’t
w

ant
to

shy
aw

ay
from

it.I
thought

it
w

as
fun

not
to

shy
aw

ay
from

it.T
hat

these
young

Jew
ish

guys
are

proud
to

be
Jew

ish
and

they
talk

about M
unich

and
theirJew

fro
hairstylesand

thatit’sallO
.K

. 31

T
his

new
Jew

ish
com

fort
levelis

indicative
of

the
new

genera-
tion

ofA
m

erican
Jew

ish
m

oviem
akersand

m
ostpossibly

a
new

gen-
eration

ofA
m

erican
Jew

s.

Film
asa

R
eflection

ofthe
C

hanging
Experience

ofA
m

erican
Jew

s

A
review

ofthe
Jew

ish
experience

as
portrayed

in
A

m
erican

film
s

is
reflective

of
the

changing
realities

of
Jew

s
in

A
m

erica.In
the

first
three

decadesofthe
tw

entieth
century,w

hen
the

m
ajority

ofA
m

er-
ican

Jew
sw

ere
learning

to
adaptto

a
new

w
ay

oflife
in

a
new

coun-
try,H

ollyw
ood

film
s

focused
on

the
assim

ilation
process

and
the

avenues
for

integration
of

Jew
s

into
m

ainstream
A

m
erican

life.
T

hese
film

s,
both

the
silent

and
early

sound
pictures,

laid
out

a
schem

atic
for

interm
arriage

and
universalism

.In
response,the

Yid-
dish

picturesofthe
sam

e
era

fostered
tradition

and
w

eighed
in

heav-
ily

for
particularism

w
ithin

an
A

m
erican

fram
ew

ork.
Jew

ish
cinem

atic
portraits

in
silent

cinem
a

w
ere

m
any,but

w
ith

the
com

-
ing

of
sound,

they
w

ere
greatly

dim
inished,

disappearing
by

the
m

id-thirties.
By

W
orld

W
arIIand

the
ten-to-fifteen

yearsthatfollow
ed,Jew

s
stood

side
by

side
w

ith
non-Jew

s
in

the
trenches

and
in

everyday
postw

ar
life.

Just
as

Judaism
had

joined
C

atholicism
and

Protes-
tantism

as
one

of
A

m
erica’s

great
religions,so

had
the

Jew
s

joined
the

ranks
of

A
m

ericans.M
ost

representative
of

this
period

w
as

the

30
A

m
erican

Jew
ish

Experience
th

rough
th

e
Lens

of
C

inem
a



screen,the
Shoah

is
being

seen
as

one
of

the
param

ount
events

of
hum

an
and

notjustJew
ish

im
portance.Even

film
son

Israel,w
hich

for
nearly

thirty
years

w
ere

allbut
taboo,have

resurfaced,w
ith

the
arrivalin

theaters
in

late
2007

ofElie
C

houraqui’s
O

Jerusalem
and

Jerem
y

K
agan’sG

olda’sBalcony.
W

hat
is

even
m

ore
interesting

is
that

a
m

ovie
like

T
he

H
eart-

break
K

id,a
self-deprecating

1972
film

w
ritten

by
N

eilSim
on

about
Jew

ish
characters,w

hen
rem

ade
in

2007
has

no
Jew

ish
anti-heroes

and
is,in

fact,devoid
ofJew

s.T
here

seem
sto

be
a

greatersensitivity
to

Jew
s,possibly

fostered
by

the
abundance

ofH
olocaustfilm

spro-
duced

these
last

years,or
possibly

the
result

of
greater

tolerance
in

society
in

general.T
his,togetherw

ith
the

relative
ease

ofbeing
Jew

-
ish

in
A

m
erica

today,seem
s

to
leave

m
oviem

akers
disinterested

in
m

ocking
their

Jew
ishness,and

instead,m
ore

interested
in

reaffirm
-

ing
it.A

m
erican

cinem
a’s

new
found

com
fort

w
ith

Jew
s

is
reflective

ofboth
the

acceptance
and

acceptability
ofthe

Jew
in

A
m

erican
life.

W
ith

new
technology

providing
for

unprecedented
access

to
m

oviem
aking,a

new
generation

w
illhopefully

continue
to

use
cine-

m
a

as
a

vehicle
to

search
for

m
eaning

and
history

in
their

Jew
ish

lives.T
he

popularity
of

Jew
ish

film
festivals

and
of

neighborhood
artcinem

ashasallow
ed

forgreaterexhibition
ofindependentJew

ish
film

s.Justasim
portant,w

e
are

seeing
film

m
akersinterested

in
deal-

ing
w

ith
theirJudaism

on
screen

and
an

audience
interested

in
Jew

-
ish

m
ovies

and
ready

to
support

them
.

A
s

A
m

erican
Jew

s
have

found
acceptance

and
financial

security
in

today’s
A

m
erica,

their
Judaism

,as
seen

m
ore

and
m

ore
on

the
screen,seem

s
to

be
som

e-
thing

that
they

hold
to

be
precious

and
valued—

som
ething

to
be

kept,preserved,and
shared.
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