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The history of freedom is only possible as a history of suffering.
Johann Baptist Metz

This essay discusses Israeli responses to the Holocaust in two recent novels by David
Grossman and Michal Govrin, both of the post-Holocaust generation. 1 attempt to illuminate
the complexity of these responses in the context of Walter Benjamin’s metaphoric
representations of history. I believe that Benjamin’s evolving understanding of the theological
aspect of history in his three New Angel parables helps to elucidate the protagonists’ sense of
entrapment in history and their fraatic search for liberation from the haunting horror of the
past. But first a brief intreduction that will locate these novels on the spectrum of Israeli
responses to the Holocanst is in order,

That the State of Israel arose from the ashes of the Holocaust is hardly a hyperbole. That
the establishment of Jewish sovereignty in the wake of the Final Solution constitutes a unique
chapter in the history of nations can hardly be disputed. Yet this unprecedented, if not
miraculous, political empowerment of a peopie doomed to total annihilation' engendered, as
miracles often do, realities that are difficult to syncretize. The destruction of the Jewish people
followed so swiftly by the triumphant national revival placed the Israeli Jews in a difficult
situation vis-3-vis their European brethren. Though shaped by the Zionist doctrine of a “new”
Jew—that is, a self-sufficient, dauntless individual who rejected the history of Jewish
victimization—Israelis were nevertheless compelled to react to the tragedy of the Holocaust.

The prominence of the Holocaust thematic in Israeli literature attests to the impact of the
national tragedy on the Israeli psyche. Holocaust awareness engendered a wide spectrum of
literary approaches, from the “new” Jew’s unabashed self-glorification to incapacitating self-
doubt and despair in view of the horrifying history of evil and suffering. The varying literary
treatments of the Diaspora tragedy reflect, to a remarkable extent, the mutating Israeli self-
image. The earlier poets, such as Nathan Alterman (1910-1970), Uri Zvi Greenberg (1896-
1981), Amir Gilboa (1917-1984), and others, offered consolation to the surviving European
remnants. They promised regeneration and vitimate safety in the Jewish Homeland. Though
the “surviving victim,” or the “defenceless Jew,” appears in poems such as Alterman’s “On
the Child Avram” and Greenberg’s “River Roads,” the emphasis in these representative works
of the period is on militant, powerful, and seifless Israelis, ready to endanger themselves to
save helpless Diaspora Jews and to avenge the suffering of the innocent.? They are portrayed
as the descendants of the biblical soldiers-leaders, Joshua and David: as such, they restore
dignity and potency to the Jewish people. Though expressing pity, horror, and sincere grief,
the image of the Israeli as the rescuer projects the disparaging attitude of the Zionists towards
the Diaspora Jewish victim. While saving the sufferers, the Israelis emphatically disassociated
themselves from their suffering,

A critical reaction to this patronizing treatment of the Diaspora Jew emerges in the works
of Yehuda Amichai (1924- ), Ben-Tzion Tomer (1928- ), Yoram Kaniuk (1930- ) and, of
course, Aharon Appelfeld (1932- ), a prolific Israeli writer-survivor. As Gershon Shaked
observes, the works of these authors “‘reveal’ the weakness of the ‘native Israelis,” who cannot
cope with the Holocaust and its survivors.” This weakness emerges clearly in, for instance,
Shulamith Hareven’s (1931- ) 1980 short story “The Witness,” which indicts the ruthless
treatment of the survivor by the pioneering Sabras.! Both Leah Goldberg’s (1911-1970) 1954
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prescient play, The Lady of the Castle, and Aharon Megged’s (1920- ) more recent novel
Foigiman (1986) denounce Israeli insensitivity to the culiural background and the
psychological makeup of the Diaspora Jew.” The encounters between Israclis and the
Holocaust survivors in these works approach critically and often satirically the ideology
which severed the “new” Jews from their history and heritage.

This essay focuses on yet another, different response to the Holocaust, which emerges in
the novels of two Israeli-born writers: David Grossman’s See: Under Love (1986)° and Michal
Govrin’s The Name (1995)." These works do not identify with either of the previously
discussed attitudes: they neither reiterate the arrogant superiority of the “new” Jew towards
the Diaspora Jew, nor do they apologize for such arrogance. Here, the victim is transformed
into an integral component of Isracli consciousness, a relentlessly haunting figment of the
Israeli protagonist’s imagination, and the drama unfolds in the recesses of the Israeli psyche.
The issue is no longer the proper relationship of the Isracli with the victim of the Holocaust
but rather facing and integrating the conscivusness of the unspeakable past. The horror of
inflicted suffering impels in these novels a reexamination of the ethics of human history. At
the center of each novel arises the problem of the humane survival of the Holocaust legacy.

Each novel is a fictional autobiography of a child of Holocaust survivors.! The
protagonist-narrators, Grossman’s Momik and Govrin’s Amalia, are locked in a “kafkaesque™
- world shaped by terrifying events they could not have possibly experienced: the threatening
parental past of unspeakable and unspoken losses informs the children’s present. In their
imagination, they create frightening emblems of an incomprehensible past—Momik invenis
the “Nazi Beast” and Amalia coins the term “Appapatz.”™ These menacing impressions of the
Holocaust signal deeply embedded fear and anxiety. At the same time, the violence that the
images imply indicates the protagonists’ hardly contained anger at the horrific legacy which
entraps them and precludes a normal development into well-adjusted adulthood.

Thus for Momik the indelible knowledge of the Holocaust has emptied life of meaning:
“How can you,” he constantly ponders, “ge on living and believing in humanity once you
know [about the concentration camps]?™® The consciousness of the Holocaust imprisons
Amalia in a deathlike existence. Having been named after Mala, her father’s first wite, who
died in Auschwitz, Amalia cannot fead a normal life because, as she realizes, there is no
closure to Mala’s death; she asks, “How can I ask forgiveness, release from vows, if there isn’t
even a grave, there isn’t anything?’" The Holocaust death gave Amalia her name and
circumscribed her existence. The prevailing sense of hopelessness makes it possible neither
for Momik nor for Amalia to participate in the world.

It is, however, not only the external world that cannot be trusted. Even more serious is the
impact of the Holocaust on the protagonists’ personalities. The autobiographical confessions
exhibit personal moral deterioration. Tormented by the constantly present, yet never fully
comprehended horror, the protagonists develop ambivalent, love-hate relationships with the
dead and with the living. Though ineluctably atiracted to Mala, her talent, beauty, and
courage, Amalia considers the dead woman her nemesis, a curse that will haunt her to her own
death (44). As a child, Amalia imagines choking Mala and dreams of impaling and displaying
her in public (23). As an adult, Amalia humiliates and torments Stein, a survivor and lifelong
admirer of Mala. She is also cruelly inconsiderate of Hubert, her well-meaning German lover,
who sees his photographic commemoration of Mala’s life as a symbolic act of expiation and
reconciliation.

Aggression also infuses Momik’s behavior. As a child, Momik reveres Grandfather
Anshel, a famous writer of children’s adventure stories in pre-war Poland, now a seaile and
half-insane Holocaust survivor. Yet, he abuses him as an offering to the “Nazi Beast.” Momik
sees his neighbor-survivors as “this poor bunch of crazy Jews who stuck to him and ruined
everything, his whole life they ruined” (83). As an adult, Momik releases his immense rage
when he mentally and physically abuses his wife and consciously denies his love to his son.

The torment that the Israeli protagonists inflict upon others establishes a sense of
displacement and incapacitating guilt. The intensity of their involvement with the suffering
Diaspora victim distances these Israeli characters from the ideal of the “new” Jew. As
autobiographical fictions, the novels communicate the need to reexamine the past in order to
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understand the reasons behind distorted relations with the world. It is, however, essential to
emphasize that the return to the past does not signify the narrator’s probing of his/her personal
past. Nor does the narrator’s probing the past intend to end the obsessive preoccupation with
the victim and reaffirm his/her emotional independence of the Diaspora legacy. Rather, the
victim'’s experience becomes the focus of the protagonists’ exploration. Returning to the past,
especially to the Holocaust, is problematic, however, since the engulfing enormity of suffering
calls into question the meaningfulness of history. Is it possible to believe in moral existence
while bearing in mind human proclivity to unspeakable atrocities? Is it possible to progress
into the future when the past haunts us with visions of an unfathomable and meaningless evil?

Walter Benjamin’s historico-theological concept of redemption offers a prescient
fllumination of the post-Holocaust world. His angel(s} of history illuminate the search for a
new understanding of history in a world imbued with Holocaust consciousness. The first
characterization of the angel of history appears in Benjamin’s short parable “Agesilaus
Santander.”* This angel is conceived out of the narrator’s secret Jewish name. Once disclosed,
the name “loses . . , the gift of appearing anthropomorphous™ (206} and transforms into an
“armored and encased . . . picture on the wall: New Angel” (207). In contrast to the religious
signification of angels as markers of redemption, Benjamin’s Agesilaus Santander" offers no
promise of a heavenly hereafter. In fact, the angel’s involvement with the narrator disqualifies
it from serving as God’s angel. Instead of singing hymns of praise to God, the angel resolves
“no longer to leave . . | [the narrator] alone.” After having separated his human namesake from
“his things™ and from “the persons™ in his life, the angel “fixes his eyes on him [the narrator]
firmly” and pulls him back “from whence [he] came.” hoping for “the new on no way except
on the way of the return home” (208). The guardian angel, who, as a mle, protects the
individual on his/her life journey to-the future, reverses directions and enforces a voyage
backwards, to the beginning. The new lies not in the future but rather in rediscovering the past.
Redemption is predicated upon retracing the trajectory in order to reconsider that which has
passed.

Is it possible that at this morment in his life Benjamin could intuitively presage the far-
reaching consequences of the apocalypse that in a few years would claim his own life?*
“Agesilaus Santander,” written in exile in Ibiza in 1933, seems an allegorical and prophetic
blueprint of the struggle that the post-Holocaust Jew wages with the “angel” The struggle
with the urge to look back to the no-longer-existing past promises nothing but displacement
and despair.” Benjamin’s representation of the angel projects the predicament of Holocaust
consciousness-—a secret name which claims its trrevocable presence in a post-Holocaust
Jewish psyche. The parable of the angel reminds us of Kafka, another Jewish pre-Holocaust
visionary.” Benjamin’s angel places the Israeli protagonists in a kafkaesque situation of
captivity. They become hostages of incomprehensible historical processes which, having
forcibly renamed them Jews (not “new” Jews), pull them back into the past.

It is interesting to place this struggle with the “renaming” angel along with Jacob’s
struggle, which rewards the biblical ancestor with the new name of Israel. Jacob’s encounter
with his angel ends in a name and a blessing which reaffirm the providential nature of the
evolving future. In contrast, both Momik’s and Amalia’s encounters with their “satanic
angels™ signify entrapment in the apocalyptic past. To recall another biblical story, the
compulsion to look back into the Holocaust destruction ensues in a fate similar o that of Lot’s
wife. Overwhelmed by the horrific vision and devastation, the protagonists seem petrified. Yet
petrified though they may be, they are not muted. Even though immobilized by despair,
neither Momik nor Amalia is capable of keeping silent. Their autobiographical narratives
recount the communications of their despair. Defying the glorious vision of the “new” Jew,
Momik shares the despair over his collapsed faith in humanity with both his wife and his
lover. Defying the dogma of absolute faith in divine justice, Amalia reveals her heretical
doubts to her rabbi-mentor. The protagonists’ refusal to maintain silence unseiiles the Zionist
as well as the religious-orthodox positions, both of which promote the suppression of the past.

These expressions of socio-ideological dissent evoke yet another portrayal of the New
Angel. In his essay on Karl Kraus, in which he identifies his Angel with a Paul Klee drawing,
Angelus Novus, Benjamin invests the angel with a revolutionary social role. The New Angel,
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as Benjamin sees it, “would rather free human beings by taking from them than make them
happy by giving to them, in order to grasp a humanity which confirms itself by destruction.””
“Taking away™ and “destruction” as ways of confirming humanity indicate an unconventionai
view of the world. The negation of happiness as an uitimate human goal informs Benjamin’s
revolutionary orientation. The normative idea of happiness connotes the ideal, be it secular or
religious, of a future redemption. In the conventional way of thinking, working towards
redemption implies the desire to attain a state of contentment and peace. Benjamin’s notion
of freedom, however, claims that the expectation of happiness is imprisoning rather than
liberating. In his view, freedom materializes in taking away the expectation of future bliss.
Freedom consists in the destruction of the conventions which bind humanity to the promise

of future happiness.

From this perspective, the initial figuration of the New Angel gains clarity. In the first
parable, the Angel takes the narrator away from the “things” and the “persons™ in his life. The
decision fo rake its namesake to the discovery of the new by refracing the life journey puts an
end to the Angel’s role as God’s worshipper. The Angel gives up, or “destroys,” its heavenly
status of redeemed creature and confirms its freedom by shaking off the fettering hope for
eschatological happiness. In both novels under discussion, we observe defiance of an
historical progression towards happiness. Momik disassociates himself from the teleological
course of national history, while Amalia questions the religious dogma of eschatology. Both
draw alternative patterns of redemption in retreating to the very genesis of history, the
borderline of time and myth. Both possess the vision of what Gershom Scholem calls “the
utopian-apocalyptic” messianism which signifies the reenactment of mythical Eden.” To
restore faith in humanity, See Under: Love evokes humanity’s edenic origins. To restore
humaneness to the divine, The Name resorts to a radical reinterpretation of Israel’s onigins as
nation.

In See Under: Love, the deviation from history informed by the ideal of future happiness
is short-lived and the vision of edenic, violence-free humanity fails. Even though Momik
aftains a glimpse of mythical Eden, he ends up revalidating what Scholem calls the “rational
utopia of eternal progress as the Enlightenment’s surrogate of Redemption.”"” The faith that
Momik eventually regains reaffirms the teleological course of humanity’s history after the
Holocaust. The Name presents a much bolder position. Reaching back to the story of Exodus,
the novel exposes the myth of the ideal, edenic closeness of God and Israel in both rabbinic
and kabbalistic perspectives. The rediscovery of the suppressed portions of the story of nation
formation calls into question the tenet of a benevolent Providence. The faith that Amalia
eventually gains is “utopian-apocalyptic” in its radical reconstruction of the concept of the
divine. Momik approaches an understanding of redemption in freedom rather than in
happiness, yet lacks the courage to endorse it. Amalia, on the other hand, courageously and
painfully lives up to the challenge and endorses freedom, which precludes happiness.

Benjamin’s theological concept of language illuminates the ultimately failed vision of
utopian-apocalyptic redemption in See Under: Love by distinguishing between pre- and post-
Fall language. The paradisiac language communicated perfect knowledge because it
expressed the unity of word and thing, of subject and object. As Benjamin sees it,

The Fall marks the birth of the hwman word, in which name no longer lives
intact. . . . The word must communicate something (other than itself). That is
really the Fall of language-mind. The word as something externally
comimunicating, as it were a parody by the expressly mediate word of the
expressly immediate, the creative word of God, and the decay of the bhssful
Adamite language-mind that stand between them.*

Remarkably, the “Bruno” section in See Under: Love illustrates Benjamin's concept of the
“human word” as the fallen language. “Bruno” is Momik’s imaginative representation of
Bruno Schutlz, the great Jewish-Polish writer. The historical Schulz was killed by the Germans
in 1942, and the manuscript of his masterpiece, The Messiak, which he was writing at the time
of his death, was never recovered. In “Bruno,” Momik imagines meeting with the writer, who,
fantastically, escaped death by jumping into the sea and turning into a salmon. As Momik sees
it, The Messiah was conceived out of Schulz’s realization that “the Messiah would . . . never
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be invoked in a language suffering from elephantiasis™ (89), that is, a “language infiltrated
many ages past by evil traitors, with one intention—to kill” (168). As a text divested of
violence, Schulz’s lost Messiah was itself the utopian “Adamite language,” where the notion
of life and life itsclf were one and the same.

Benjamin’s redemption is not eschatological. As Richard Wolin observes, Benjamin’s
“lost paradisiac language of names contains within itself the hidden script of redeemed life.””
Swimming with the salmon, Schulz becomes conscious of this “hidden script” in nature
which, unlike humanity, speaks the language of word-thing unity. Nature has no use for
symbols and metaphors. In his self-mocking address to the Creator, Schulz observes the
literainess of God’s creation: *“To what end do you impel these millions of salmon in endless
circles around the world? . . . Why, even human beings, Lord, the cruelest of your animals,
have learned the knack of using symbols. We say ‘God,’ ‘man,” ‘suffering,’ ‘love,” ‘life;

packing the whole experience into one fittle box” (128).

Schulz’s goal is therefore to restore the edenic situation, or, as he names it, “the Age of
Genius,” whereby the thing itself has not yet been distorted by symbolic denotations. Great
artists, such as Miinch, Kafka, Proust, and Rilke, were able to connect with “the Age of
Genius” (91), and so could Schulz, who has shown in his work “his longings and laments for
a banished Eden” (138). Nonetheless, just as Benjamin’s perfect knowledge” remains in the
sphere of longing, so Schulz’s Messiah remains irretrievable because, as Momik observes,
“the world is not yet ready for the life that flickers beyond Bruna™ (138-9).

- Irontcally, Momik himself, as it turns out, is not ready for Schulz’s utopia. When
eventually Schulz grants him his vision of pre-Fall perfection, Momik concedes defeat: “I'm
weak . .. [ am a traitor and a coward . . . I wasn’t bom for the Age of Genius” (181}. Owing
to his double self-reflection—an autobiographical narrative which mirrors kim narrating
Schuiz’s story—Momik becomes aware of his inability to face a world shaped by a pre-Fall
language which speaks the sanctity of human life. Schulz’s Messiah proves too powerful an
angel and his Eden too radical a utopia. Momik is unable to separate from the conventional
notion of happiness and to follow the call of his originary name—his angal—back to the state
of being unadulterated by linguistic manipulations, The gaping “black hole™ of the menacing
“Nazi Beast” turns out to be a lesser evil than absolute redemption,

As “Bruno” demonstrates, the world that has experienced an apocalyptic destruction is
not ready for a utopian rebirth. Thus, rather than rranscend, the next section of the novel,
entitled “Wasserman,” proposes to mend the collapsed values of humanistic ethics. This
section is, as Schulz enigmatically describes it, a story everybody remembers like “his name.
His destiny. His heart.” Yet, paradoxically, “you forget it and you have to recall it afresh every
time” (181). What is this inherently embedded, yet consistently forgotten story? The clue
seems to lie in the last segment of See Under: Love, titled “Prayer,” which complements the
story that Wasserman told Neigel, the German Commander of the concentration camp, in the
“Wasserman” section. In “Prayer,” Wasserman tells Neigel of the wish made for Kazik, a new-
born child, upon his birth: “*All of us prayed for one thing: that he might end his life knowing
nothing of war. Do you understand, Herr Neigel? We asked so little: for a man to live in this
world from birth to death and know nothing of war’” (452). It is important to elucidate the
“little” that “Prayer” asks for: it does not defy violence, nor does it ask to stop wars. It merely
expresses the wish to avoid the experience of violence. In this context, however, this modest
wish verges on the absurd.

Indeed, the grotesquely ironic mode in which the wish is granted—Kazik evades the
knowledge of war because in his twenty-four hour existence he grows old and dies—underlies
the futility of the prayer The reality of the ongoing, horrific killing peoints out the extent to
which the inbom desire for peace has been “forgotten.” Schulz, as mentioned, proposes to
destroy violence by eliminating communication through language, because language’s
sickness precludes redemption. The world, however, is not ready for Schulz’s obliteration of
“the thought of murder . . . destruction and fear.” Neither is it ready for the Messtah’s riding
“the backward flow of time” which will bring the past back to life (179). The more acceptable
approach is Wasserman’s redeeming counteraggression of “recycling” the language of
violence through storytelling.
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Such “recycling,” or cleansing the language, is necessary in view of Nazism's linguistic
distortion. In a parodic contrast to Schulz’s ways of commumcating free of the consciousness
of viclence, the Nazi “newspeak” communicates nothing bat murder. As Wasserman explains,
“Abwanderung, which means “exodus or migration,” is the word to describe mass deportations
to the camps; behind the word Hilfsmittel, ‘a device or helpful tool’ lurk the gas machines . . ..
‘Poison! A death potion in their language from first to last?’” (284). Rejecting Schulz’s
utopian vision of wordless communication Wasserman proposes storytelling as the antidote.
The story, he claims, is at ease with human fallibility and therefore recognizes the universality
of human compassion and love. This ensures forgiveness even in the reality of the Holocaust
(225).

Wasserman’s view of redemption through love and forgiveness is based on the premise
that human beings are good, even those who committed terrible crimes against humanity.
Although his wife and daughter were killed by Neigel, Wasserman remains convinced of the
murderer’s indestructible core of humaneness. As he explains to Momik, “I would try to tumn
him [Neigel] around and reform him . . . because after everything this arch-murderer Neigel
did to me, I. .. saw his face as a boy, and I was beginning to think that . . . I was wrong not
to count him a human being” (205). In his role of Momik’s “angel,” who forces his namesake
into the past, Wasserman, like Dante’s Virgil, takes his acolyte to “the bowels of hell” (209).
Unlike Daate, however, who leamns from the old poet about the irrevocability of damnation,
Momik learns from the old writer aboat the indelibility of forgiveness. Indeed, in the hell of
the concentration camp the power of the story that Wasserman tells Neigel produces the moral
rehabilitation of the Nazi. Through the transcending force of forgiveness, even the ultimate
moral disintegration can be redeemed. This realization restores Momik’s faith in the values of
love and compassion.

“Bruno,” Momik’s first attempt at self-liberation from post-Holocaust despair, has proven
too radical to assimilate. Momik’s figuration of Wasserman, howeves, allows him io see “all
the seemingly unrelated pieces of the mosaic fall neatly into place™ (188). The ability to
imagine the reformation of a Nazi makes Momik realize that faith evolves out of the creative
act of writing about faith. The force that supersedes the horror of the Holocaast lies in the
artist’s - creativity. Thanks to his creative prowess, Momik is capable of envisioning
Wasserman enjoining him to write, “Because you are like me, your life is the story, and for
you there is only the story” (297). The saving force of storyteliing has been illustrated before,
for instance in the Thousand and One Nights. Indeed, Scheherezade is one of Wasserman's
pseudomyms. Yet, in the reality of the Holocaust, the convention that attributes redemptive
qualities to art becomes questionable. Is the argument of art as soul-saving force ethical, let
alone plausible, in the context of the destruction of a people?

The novel counterargues that art redeems not only the Nazi, but the artist himself. The
endeavor to reform the Nazi constitutes Wasserman’s act of expiation for the unforgivable sin
of having betrayed his humanistic mission as artist. For it is “here in the camp™ (207) that
Wasserman finally heeds the exhortation of Zalmanson, fis mentor, to actualize his artistic
potential. Although a popular children’s writer, Wasserman had failed to follow Zalmanson's
injunction to write “the way an enlightened writer should. As their [Gentile] writers do!” He
did not heed Zaimanson’s expectation that “at last a Jewish writer would write beautiful
adventure tales, thrilling and exciting stories full of love for all mankind, not just the Jews”
(226-7).

The notion of the Jewish writer assimilating the progressive Gentile world view reflects
the typical attitude of pre-war Jewish European intelligentsia. The hopeful wotld view of the
Enlightenment posited education as the key to humanity’s moral redemption. The concept of
Bildung® promulgated the cultivation of the positive elements in human character, which
would promote the values of justice, equality, and love of humanity. As an accountable
member of society, the artist has the moral obligation to create art which will educate
humanity in the spirit of the Enlightenment.

From' this perspective, Neigel, who used to be an avid reader of Wasserman, has
demonstrated Wasserman’s terrible fatlure of the artist’s responsibility to teach the love of
mankind. Wasserman’s retelling of the story becomes, therefore, the artist’s act of atonement.
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A second chance at educating Neigel allows Wagserman to fulfil his obligation to educate. As
he admits to Momik, “After all, this is my mission [to bring back love of mankind] . . . for
this T am staging my comedy” (239). Wasserman'’s reference to “comedy” is not inadvertent.
As Northrop Frye defines it, comedy denotes a plot in which social order disrupted by
injustice and moral corrupiion is restored. As Wasserman teaches not only Neigel but Momik
as well, “comedy” implies the restoration of enlightened humanism. The rediscovery of
humaneness even in “the bowels of hell” counteracts nihilism and despair. Thus Grossman'’s
contrived novel about a post-Holocaust writer who writes a story about himself writing a story
about a pre-Holocaust writer whose storytelling reforms a Nazi murderer has a twofold
restitutive function. It restores the Enlightenment’s hopeful trust in human moral progress and
it reaffirms the position of the ariist as a moral force.

In his trenchant criticism of what he terms “ready-made enlightenment,” the theologian
Walter Lowe claims that the Enlightenment produced “a form of theodicy [because] implicitly
or explicitly it . . . will justify the suffering it entails.”” The Enlightenment brought forth the
rationalization of evil as a force that motivates the struggle for a morally redeemed world.
This form of theodicy prevails in See Under: Love. Here Holocaust suffering brings forth the
realization that unwillingness to contribute to humanity’s progress may have the terrible
consequence of transgressing the sanctity of human life. “Wasserman,” therefore, suggests
that “humane survival” in the post-Holocaust world of nihilism and despair does not lie, as
suggested in “Bruno,” in a radical transformation of the historical world, but rather in the
continuation of the “enlightened” progression toward redemption.

Neither Schulz’s nor Wasserman’s solution is possible in Govrin’s The Name. Haunted by
the relentless consciousness of the Holocaust, Amalia does not seem able to sidestep the
horror either by leaving the world of history for “Adamite” oneness with Creation, or by
reaffirming humanity’s enlightened progress. Absent also are the benevolent figures of
mentoring, guiding “angels,” who in See: Under Love help release the protagonist out of an
emotional-ethical deadlock. Amalia’s gnides—Stein, who uses Amalia to validate his lifelong
devotion to Mala, and Rabbi Gothelf, who sees in Amalia a vehicle to revatidate religious
faithb—do not provide satisfactory options of “humane survival” in the post-Holocanst world.
In effect, Amalia ends up becoming her own “angel.” Her autobiographical narrative is that of
a difficult voyage back into the past. The narrative transcends the personal, retraces the
national memory back to its mythical origins, and ends up rebonding the human and the
divine in a covenant which defies theodicy—that is, a covenant which refuses to justify
human suffering.

The last and the most prescient of Benjamin’s angels leads to an appreciation of the
revolutionary nature of Amalia’s undertaking. Benjamin’s interpretation of Klee's Angel in
his last work, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” complements the two previous
portrayals of the New Angel already discussed. At the same time, this third Angel highlights
the inexorably growing remoteness of redemption:

A Klee painting named “Angelus Movus” shows an angel looking as though he is

about to move away from something he is fixedly contemplating. His eyes are

staring, his mouth is open, his wings are spread. This is how one pictures the angel

of history. His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events,

he sces one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and

hurls it in front of his feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and

make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has

got caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no longer close

them. This storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is

turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. The storm is what we

call progress.®
This vision of the “angel of history” precludes both Eden and Enlightenment as possible
avenues of redemption. The return to Paradise has been barred by progress, whose
ruthlessness rules out humanity’s hopeful future. Unlike previously discussed angels, the
“angel of history” is powerless and no longer imposes its will upon humanity. History has
become the witness and the repository of suffering inflicted on humanity by the relentless
force of progress.
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Written in 1940, just before Benjamin’s suicide, the autobiographical component in this
vision of history as a spent force is evident. While “Theses” addresses the theological aspect
of historical materialism, the depiction of the “angel of history” is not altogether theoretical.
Like all Jews in Europe, Benjamin was powerless, at the mercy of the uncontrollable forces
of destruction unleashed by Western civilization. His world turning into nought, Benjamin
was becoming the helpless “angel of history.” The “angel of history,” however, is not only an
autobiographical marker; its vision is prescient, perhaps even prophetic. Though physically
overcome by the “storm of progress,” the angel asserts a measure of freedom by maintaining
its own perspective on the human prospect. Turning away from the future, the angel knows
that the act of remembrarce constitutes redemption. Salvation lies in heeding the victims,
listening to the veices which have been silenced by progress. In Zygmunt Bauman’s apt
explanation of Benjamin’s distinction between history and progress, progress is *‘a telos-
guided movement.” Progress “murders hope™ but “parades as the guardian of hope.” History,
on the other hand, is the *exhumation of lost (01 murdered) possibilities,” performed by “the
historian-as-a-revolutionary,” who undermines the “allegedly once-for-all recorded past.”™”

The function of history is to counteract theodicies which anaesthetize the pain of memory
by promising future happiness. Amalia’s intense involvement with the past reflects, to a
remarkable degree, Benjamin's revolutionary view of history as a force which opposes the
telos of progress. Like the “angel of history,” Amalia remains transfixed in face of the world’s
destruction. Against terrible odds, she is compelled to turn against the ideological gravitation
toward the future and look into the past, risking in the process physical as well as spiritual
destruction. For Amalia the past of victimization is not an external reality. Like the proverbial
ghost, or the dybbuk, Mala has entered Amalia’s soul and body (90). She has become an
integral part of Amalia’s consciousness, her alter-ego, her nemesis (187). In this sense, Mala
is Amalia’s Angelus Saranas, which redirects her away from the future oriented world. '

Two ideologically disparate social orientations—religious orthodox and secular
Zionist—converge in the desire to draw Amalia back onto the trajectory of progress. Rabbi
- Israel Gothelf urges the excision of the memory of Mala. To justify this categorical demand,
the rabbi resorts to Maimonides’s injunction, “ I am a different person and not the same one
who sinned, and I change my name” (186). Armnalia is to distance herse!f from the sin of doubt
in divine justice, a doubt which resonates in the victim’s name that she bears. Religious
dogma decrees faith in God’s willed continuation of human history. Confirmation of this faith,
according to the rabbi, is the true legacy of Holocaust survivors. They have “cut off living
flesh” and excised the memories of “the most beloved souls™ (188) to create new families and
thus affirm life. Indeed, although the survivors claim to have lost their religious faith in the
concentration camps, their representation of the Holocaust corroborates, to a considerable
extent, the religious position. The memory that the survivors collectively shape ascribes
purpose to suffering. Their recollections invariably idolize Mala, the beautiful and talented
pianist, who demonstrated extraordinary heroism when she publicly slapped an SS officer
before killing herself.

The hagiographical treatiment of Mala communicates the survivors’ desire to maintain
faith in the human spirit by attenuating the horror. And the choice of the Ninth of Ab, the date
which, according to tradition, marks the destruction of both Temples as well as of the future
birth of the Messiah, as the day of the memorial ceremony for the Holocaust victim, clearly
asserts faith in the providential progress of history. As the speaker-survivor triumphantly
assures his audience of survivors, “The commemoration of heroic Mala in our free State is
our revenge. We are showing the world . . . that destruction leads to redemption” (312).

In effect, the survivors’ determination to infuse meaning in the experience of the
Holocaust surpasses that of Rabbi Gothelf. While the Rabbi dogmatically asserts faith in
divine providence, he nonetheless acknowledges that, in the case of the Holocaust, theodicy
lies beyond human reasoning (45). The survivors, on the other hand, profess a measure of
comprchension by associating Mala’s heroic death with the rebirth of the State. Their
subscription to the truism that justice always prevails secks validation in the messianic aspect
of Zionism. The secular conflates with the religious when Mala’s heroic death is presented as
a providential reaffirmation of the national telos of a strong Jewish State. Reaffirmation of
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personal telos underlies the planned publication of a commemorative altbum of Mala. Initiated
and financed by Stein, the project demonstrates that, as the old adage goes, love conquers all.
Furthermore, Amalia’s assignment as the photographer, who will reconstruct the victim’s life
through the eyes of a could-be daughter, promises the restitution of generational continuity.

We recall that a similar intergenerational connection in See Under: Love enables the
protagonist to regaip faith in humanity. Momik’s construction of the Wasserman character
demonstratess this tendency. His figuration of Wasserman as his wise guide and teacher is
indicative of the desire to reconnect with the destroyed ancestral tradition. In contrast, Amalia
finds it impossible to construct a hopeful representation of Mala. Like Benjamin’s “angel of
history,” Amalia is unable to re-conceive the past from the perspective of progress. In fact, the
atternpt to re-vision the past through the art of photography proves so menacing that it pushes
her to the verge of madness and suicide. What did Amalia see through the camera lenses that
precipitated a sanity- and life-threatening emotional crisis? The assigned photographic search
of Mala’s past in Poland turns out to be a charade. Amalia demystifies art as a redeeming force
with a self-directed ironic realization, “like it’s possible to photograph nothing, to make an
‘esthetic” in black and white out of that.” The landscapes and the sites of Jewish pre-war life
emerge as images of destruction so complete that it did not even leave debris. The unbearable
sense of nothingness is compounded by the sound of Mala’s crying coming at Amalia, from
“everywhere, from the closets, from the walls, from the drapes. Like a kind of viston, only
really existing, and it kept on even in the morning or all the next day . . . all the time it went
on” (123).

The pictures of Poland reveal the apocalyptic aspect of the Final Solution, which
destroyed all signs of history, Mala’s pervasive, uncontainable weeping calls into questions
her image as the dauntless heroine. The abyss of disconsolate grief and mourning undermines
the connection between destriction and redemption. The world, Amalia tells Rabbi Gothelf,
is nothing, “only the black pit and her [Mala’s] weeping. There is nothing anywhere, not even
in heaven!” (123). The sense of nihilism effected by the experience in Poland emerges in
Amalia’s mterpretanon of the well-known Talmudic parable, “The Four Who Entered 1he
King's Orchasd’

Four entered an orchard and these are they: Ben Azzai, Ben Zoma, Aher and
Rabbi Akiva. Rabbi Akiva said to them: “When you reach the stones of pure
marble, do not say: “Water, water!’ For it is said: ‘He that speaketh falsehood shall
not be established before mine eyes”” Ben Azzai gazed and died. . . . Ben Zoma
gazed and was stricken {became demented]. . . . Aher cut down the shoots
{became an apostate]. Rabbi Akiva departed in peace.™

The classical interpretations® of the parable argue that Rabbi Akiva’s companions were shown
the unspeakable mysteries of God, which they found impossible to assimilate, The mistaken
identification of marble as water drove the three sages, respectively, to death, madness, and
apostasy. Only Rabbi Akiva survived, because, as Louis Jacobs maintains, “he has perfected
the art of seeing visions, without these either frightening him out of his mind or causing him
to entertain heretical ideas” (24).The mysterious vision destroyed the three sages because, as
Leonard V. Kaplan notes, to identify marble as water implies “reflection or immersion
[which] suggests danger and intimates an evil inversion.” Inversion is evil because it indicates
“the instability of the entire creation™ {144).

But what if inversion is all there is? Among the commentaries, the one that comes to
haunt Amalia says that Rabbi Akiva’s warning meant “there never was water there, or marble,
only an appearance in the world” (85). As Amalia understands it, Rabbi Akiva’s terrible truth
claims that appearance is the world, that no mysterious truth exists beyond our reflections,
images, and delusions. The other sages were deceived by illusionary effects that affuded to
nothing, and they paid dearly for falling into self-deception. Are we indeed subjects to an
illusory faith in providential powers? Amalia’s consideration of the parable reaches the brink
of heresy. “Perhaps,” she thinks, “there is no profit in pain, in effort. . . . And maybe the gleam
of the Torah Curtain [the cover of the Torah scroll into which the unpronouncable name of
God is woven] is nothing but the opaque flash of silk, without any secret at all” (91). The
secret behind the Torah Curtain is the Torah itself which represents the indubitable evidence

45



Past-Holocaust Quest for Redemption

of God’s mysterious existence. As Yehuda Liebes reminds us, “Just as God is both revealed
and concealed, so too is his name . .. and his Torah, which is also considered his name.”* The
absence of “the secret” behind the Curtain exposes the Torab as a mystification of divine
absence.

The nothingness behind the Curtain invokes the nothingness in the photographs. The
glow of the silk seems as deceptive as the photographer’s play at “aesthetics in black and
white.” Like the three Talmudic sages who were smitter with the truth of the “instability of
the creation,” that is, the absence of certainties, Amalia is defeated by the greatest uncertainty
of all—the view of the world as a “black pit” which peers at her from every picture. Invoking
the three sages’ disastrous fate, Amalia’s attempted suicide, barcly averted madness, and
heretical doubt result from an image of a world which refers to nothing. Such an image raises
a crucial question: Is it possible for Amalia, the “revolutionary” who has refused io endorse
the ideologically promoted forms of theedicy. to re-emerge from the “black pit” of despair
with a renewed notion of faith and hope?

It seems that the key to this guestion lies in Amalia’s intriguing attitude toward the
photographs. Amalia steais them, keeps them with her, and refuses to return them to Stein; in
a way, she treats them as idols. Amalia’s insistence on an analogy between the pictures and
the teraphim [the idols] that biblical Rachel stole from her father (Genesis 31) corroborates
the idolatrous nature of the photographs. The correspondences between Amalia’s efforis to
conceal the pictures and Rachel’s efforts to conceal the teraphim (107, 113} call attention to
Amalia’s theological ambivalence. Rachel holds on to the feraphim when departing for the
land filled with the presence of a God she has not yet come to know. Amalia, however, refuses
to relinquish the pictures, while seeking a God who seems to have disappeared. Are the
pictures of nothingness a fearful reminder of the urgency for a redemptive, anti-nihilistic
understanding of the Divine?

As alrcady discussed, the search in the rabbinic orthodox world fails to offer a solution.
Indeed, Amalia, the “historian-as-revolutionary,” transgresses the rabbintc credo of human
ignorance, smallness, and remoteness with regards to God’s providential pians. She looks
back into the past and declares “the death” of the God who seems to have abandoned
humanity in its most desperate need.™ It is, however, important to note that the desire to
minimize God’s remoteness from humankind has preoccupied Jewish theology and especially
its mystical orientation for centuries. It is therefore not surprising that, in her efforts to redeem
faith, Amalia directs herself to the kabbalistic vision of the Divine.

The kabbaiistic tenet of ikkim [redemption}* is closely connected with the notion of the
Shekhinah, the feminine element in Godhead. The rupture of exile separated the Shekhinah
from the Divine. Tikkun will take place when exile ends and the Shekhinah reunites with God.
The multiple images of the Shekhinah reveal an indelible connection of the Divine and the
human. As Scholem notes, the Shekhing is “identified with the “Community of Israel’. . .
representing the mystical idea of Israel in its bond with God. . . . She is not only Queen,
daughter and bride of God, but also the mother of every individual in Israel”® Unlike the
rabbinic ivsistence on the distance between the human and the Divine, the kabbalistic
conception of redemption lies in an erotic-sacrificial union of God and the Shekhinah. Prayer
brings God down to the Shekhinakh, and elevates the Shekhina as a sacrifice to God.®

The struggle to salvage the Divine through reunion becomes the objective of Amatia’s
kabbalistic search. In contrast with Rabbi Gothelf, the kabbalist Rabbi Abuyia Asaraf®
impresses upon Amalia the importance of her name, which binds her to the dead Mala. It is
incumbent upon Amalia to bring forth the fikkun of the dead through her own martyrdom.
Furthermore, Amalia’s martyrdom will enact the mystical consummation of the union
between God and the Shekhinah (104). Rabbi Asaraf grounds this view in Ezekiel’s famous
vision of the redemption of Jerusalem. Upon seeing Jerusalem befouled in blood, uncared for,
and ahandoned to die in the field, God tells her: “In your blood, live!” (16:6). God enters a
covenant with Jerusalem—the Community of Israel—and she becomes his cherished
companion/wife (16:8). As the explicitly sexual imagery in Ezekiel’s text demonstrates,
redemption will restore the erotic intimacy of Israel with the Divine.
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