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FOREWORD


HOWARD JACOBSON


Though it is over twenty years ago, it seems only the other day that Janet Levin accosted me at a party to engage my interest in her new magazine of Jewish life and culture. She was 58, had enjoyed a successful career running her own research consultancy, and now wanted to employ her formidable energies elsewhere. I recall the phrase ‘Jewish identity’ passing between us. ‘Oh yes,’ I remember thinking, ‘ that.’ I wished her well, fatalistically, like one waving goodbye to a person proposing to swim solo to Australia. I never expected to hear mention of the project again.


Her ambition as I understood it – to produce a quarterly, non-academic, non-provincial magazine of Jewish art, literature and thought, that would be at once newsy and scholarly, that would review current books and exhibitions but also reawaken interest in writers and painters and thinkers of the past, that would be accessible without being trashy, that would be internationally curious without being self-apologetic, and that didn’t think the only Jewish subjects Jews were interested in were the Holocaust, antisemitism, Israel, and what to wear for their sons’ barmitzvahs – was admirable, bold and bound to fail. What would make it fail, in my view, was precisely the thing Janet Levin was determined to eschew: parochialism.


Sometime in the 1980s, while living in London and going through a bad marital patch, Philip Roth famously wiped his hands of British Jews. We were uninteresting and undistinguished, he said. Too subtle for you by half, was my response. We had our reasons for keeping our heads down: we’d been in this country several centuries before, and that hadn’t worked out too well; and we had found ourselves in a society, this time, that had no need or relish for that immigrant exuberance that gave America its identity. As a consequence, while American Jews sang and danced, we were learning to negotiate our rights and temper our personalities in ways that made us wise.


But there was still something in the criticism of us as frightened, philistine and incurious. Those British Jews who didn’t flee to the provinces to practise dentistry and accountancy took provincialism to be rooted in Jewishness itself and turned their backs on both. Anyone passing through could be forgiven for thinking we were uncultured, when the truth of it was that we wholeheartedly embraced any culture that wasn’t our own. Quite simply, those wanting to avoid embarrassment, or hoping to find stimulus outside their daughters’ batmitzvahs, looked beyond anything they believed Jewishness could provide. Hence the fatalistic smile with which I greeted Janet Levin’s hopes for a magazine optimistically to be called Jewish Renaissance.


But she, and her subsequent editor Rebecca Taylor, proved me wrong. In the pages of Jewish Renaissance British Jewry shows as vibrant, cultivated, critical, artistically magnanimous, quick and funny and completely open to the winds of exultation or anxiety blowing in from elsewhere. It has turned out to be anything but insular and parochial. That this represents a change in English Jewish society from the one visiting American Jews sampled without joy, humour or generosity, I don’t have the slightest doubt. We are no longer apologetic. We are no longer ashamed. In whatever sphere, we are confident and productive. There are many reasons for this transformation, but it is no coincidence that Jewish Renaissance should be around to take advantage of it. These things are symbiotic. If Jewish Renaissance is well positioned to record a new vitality, it is because Jewish Renaissance has played no small part in bringing it about.




AGE OF CONFIDENCE:
THE NEW JEWISH CULTURE WAVE



DAVID BENMAYER AND REBECCA TAYLOR


In October 2001, Janet Levin published the first issue of Jewish Renaissance (JR), a new quarterly magazine that she had been conceiving for several years. In her opening editorial, Janet explained her choice in title as well as JR ’s purpose. She sensed a ‘new desire to see Jewish culture take a confident place’ in our society and the need for a publication dedicated to that objective. New initiatives were springing up elsewhere too, from the Festival of Jewish Arts and Culture in the UK to the establishment of the European Association for Jewish Culture on the continent. JR ’s brief was to explore the array of activities on offer; to engage, challenge and excite its readers; and to raise awareness of Jewish culture, both historical and contemporary.


But there was another motivating factor for founding JR. Janet pointed to evidence of a parallel ‘renaissance’ in antisemitism and argued persuasively that our response should not be maintaining a low profile but communicating ‘our heritage and traditions’ to as diverse an audience as possible. This was brought more acutely into focus just days before the first issue went to press when news of the terror attacks of 11 September burst into the headlines. Janet asserted that the events of that day would change the world in immeasurable ways and that ‘suddenly the launch of a new magazine … seemed an insignificant blip’. Janet persevered and reinforced JR’s manifesto with bold statements of intent: to ‘give space to a range of views’, to avoid ‘inter-denominational disputes’ and to ‘make a positive contribution, however small, to greater understanding and tolerance in the world’. Distinguished names from across the UK Jewish community’s cultural organisations joined as members of JR’s advisory board, but privately, many friends told Janet that her dream would not last beyond the second issue. Changing reader preferences and a shift online were already impacting other publications. Surely, a periodical catering to a ‘niche within a niche’ could not buck these trends?


Eighty issues later, JR continues to thrive. Circulation and readership have grown continuously, and JR, now the UK’s only publication dedicated to Jewish culture, has subscribers on every continent save for Antarctica. The magazine’s features (including the ‘Passport’ section, which explores global Jewish communities, ‘Sephardi Renaissance’ and ‘What’s Happening’) are destinations for discovering the latest events and shedding light on communities and traditions that had previously been side-lined. And in its latest development, the ‘JR Long Read’, the magazine now includes an occasional series of longer pieces, the first of which was a previously unpublished story in English by Nobel Laureate Isaac Bashevis Singer.


Renaissance Publishing, JR’s publishing entity, has also continued to grow and professionalise. It is now a registered charity with a team of employed professionals, and JR’s output extends beyond the pages of the magazine alone. The ‘Passport’ features have been brought to life with a series of tours encountering Jewish life in Ethiopia, Uzbekistan, Myanmar and many other destinations besides. An Emerging Journalist Prize seeks to discover and nurture a future generation of writers who cover Jewish themes. Events and collaborations with partner organisations have placed JR on an ever-growing map of Jewish cultural organisations, events and venues. And of course, the ubiquity of the internet and social media has allowed JR to reach a far broader and more global audience through blogs, online articles, podcasts and streamed events – most notably during the Covid-19 pandemic and the launch of JR’s ‘Home Entertainment’ series, a regular guide to the best online arts activities.


Marking the twentieth anniversary of JR provides the opportunity to reflect on what, if anything, has changed since the first issue. How has the ‘renaissance’ of Jewish culture manifested itself? What themes have been addressed, and what impact have they had? And what can we expect of Jewish culture over the next twenty years and beyond?


To celebrate this milestone, we have invited five experts to share their assessment of the past two decades and to tackle some of the questions posed above. Covering music, art, literature, theatre and film, each of our authors has taken a differing approach, providing a distinct voice on their chosen subject. Some of the essays focus primarily on culture emanating from the UK, while others look further afield, drawing on developments in the Americas, North Africa, the Balkans and the Middle East. This was intentional. Just as with the magazine, we sought for this anthology to share a variety of views and opinions. We hope that the essays are accessible, entertaining and of interest to the lay reader as much as the specialist.


We have also interspersed each of the five sections with a selection of articles from JR’s archive. Selecting the material to include was tough and we are hugely grateful to Janet for her assistance with this near-impossible task. In fact, some of our favourite pieces could not be included, either because of space limitations or because they lacked relevance to the topics covered in this book. But we hope the ones that are here provide long-time readers with fond memories and those less familiar with JR, a taste of what the magazine offers each quarter. All the articles included can be accessed by subscribers through JR’s digital archive, which spans its entire twenty-year history.


One theme that emerged from all the essays commissioned for this book is the notion of confidence. In theatre, film and literature, new and established voices are exploring subjects previously considered taboo: from the challenges faced by gay Orthodox Jews to intermarriage and an examination of the tensions inherent in being Jewish and British. Jewish music, meanwhile, has been at the forefront of connecting with other cultures for at least a millennium, but in the polarised environment of a post-9/11 world, it is Sephardi and Mizrahi Jewish music, with its roots across North Africa and the Middle East, that has become a ‘cultural bridge’ for a greater understanding of Muslim culture in Western society. Finally, in art, the past two decades have seen a wave of predominantly female artists embarking on an ‘emotional archaeology’ through their work – a preoccupation with memory, where Holocaust trauma has both overshadowed and stimulated their output.


And perhaps herein lies an overarching thesis to this anthology. The past two decades began with a seismic event that shifted sentiments and made both nations and individuals question their place in this world. And yet, despite such a monumental knock in global confidence, this period has been dominated with questions of identity – an introspection that has often looked outward too. While there has certainly been a marked increase in populism, nationalism and the politics of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ in recent years (in part, a reaction to globalisation and multiculturalism), this has coincided, especially in the cultural sphere, with a new sense of confidence and ‘place’ for those from minority backgrounds.


And this journey can be seen in the pages of JR. The evolution of the magazine and the organisation reflect a growing confidence to explore all facets of Jewish identity, which often includes asking difficult questions. Indeed, JR’s editorial team ask themselves a series of questions when embarking on every issue: what constitutes Jewish culture? Is a subject necessarily interesting because it was created by a Jew? What is the subject’s wider significance beyond the Jewish world? Sometimes the Jewish content of the work being explored is obvious – elsewhere it might be the subtext in a piece of literature or artwork that needs teasing out. The challenge for them is to ensure that the magazine lives up to its objectives of being open, critical and, above all, a place to highlight the rich diversity of the Jewish experience.


Tracing JR’s history can also shed some light on the history of Jewish culture writ large over the past twenty years. In the early days of JR, the magazine emphasised the celebration of Jewish culture, communities and thought – all still prominent today – but perhaps presented in a way to avoid ruffling too many feathers. There is a feeling of cautiousness in the early issues; of a new publication finding its feet.


But with maturity and longevity has come self-confidence. For example, JR was one of the first cultural organisations to put a spotlight on Sephardi culture (in large part due to the influence, imagination and immense generosity of Sir Naim Dangoor and, latterly, his son David Dangoor). Moreover, in recent years, JR has repeatedly addressed arts and events that challenge Jews and non-Jews and expressed views on everything from LGTBQ+ issues and Black Lives Matter to Extinction Rebellion and political developments across the world.


Of course, the confidence journey of Jewish culture did not begin twenty years ago. In researching archive material for this book, a series of three essays by Maureen Kendler were particularly instructive. Originally commissioned for JR in 2007, and republished after Kendler’s death in 2018, the essays survey four decades of British-Jewish writing. Kendler notes that starting in the 1950s there was an ‘emerging confidence’ with the likes of Harold Pinter and Arnold Wesker, but that, overwhelmingly, Jewish writing in this decade ‘showed a tense, uneasy community, raising its head above the parapet with confused diffidence’. The next three decades would usher forth writing that offered ‘a more aggressive and thorough scrutiny of Jewish life’, but the community ‘would still be largely squirming, uncertain whether … all this attention was good for the Jews’.


Perhaps then, the past twenty years of Jewish culture can be summarised as representing a growing confidence coupled with a firm sense of belonging – a ‘coming of age’ also mirrored in the pages of JR. From the beginning, JR has emphasised the importance of being part of an international diaspora community, and increasingly, these wider influences are being reflected in mainstream British and American culture too – just think of the explosion of interest in Israeli and Middle Eastern food as popularised by Yotam Ottolenghi after opening his first UK restaurant in 2002 and the runaway success of his subsequent books. There is no doubt that the richness and diversity of Jewish culture in 2021 (particularly apparent with streamed events during the Covid-19 pandemic), not to mention its visibility on the radars of Jews and non-Jews alike, is in a far better place than it was in 2001.


And while study after study has shown that Jews across the world (apart from ultra-Orthodox communities) are choosing to move away from affiliation to a particular religious subset, this does not mean that Jews are not self-defining as Jewish. Young Jews, in particular, are increasingly likely to cite cultural identity as being more important than their religious beliefs and practices. A 2011 survey of Jewish students conducted by the Institute for Jewish Policy Research (JPR) found a much broader consensus amongst respondents on notions of their Jewish identity relating to ethnicity and culture, than they did religious practice.


And yet, the challenges will no doubt continue. As some of the essays in this collection intimate, the events of recent months and years show a worrying trend towards isolationism and mistrust that could result in the regression of culture (including Jewish culture) to a less confident place. In Jewish literature, it can already be argued that the productivity, optimism and self-confidence of mostly younger writers, have already started to dissipate in recent years.


Just as Janet could not predict how the events of 9/11 would shape the world back in 2001, it is difficult to predict how recent events may alter the landscape of Jewish culture over the next twenty years. David Baddiel’s recent passionate polemic, Jews Don’t Count (2021), is a reminder that despite the ease Jews appear to feel with their place in society, there are also reasons to be alarmed that the community is yet again facing misunderstanding and misrepresentation, particularly in contemporary culture. With JR and others continuing to highlight the diversity of the Jewish experience, our hope is that the voices celebrating inclusivity, awareness and diversity will continue to grow in strength.


It only remains for us to thank the people who have supported this book and, more importantly, have allowed JR to thrive over the past two decades and to continue its vital role today. First and foremost, Janet Levin and David Dangoor, JR’s founder and president respectively, for their vision and continued encouragement of all things JR. Ian Lancaster, JR’s chairman, together with all trustees past and present. JR’s chief executive, Aviva Dautch, and all the members of JR’s professional team. JR’s tireless volunteers on the editorial committee, as well as a back catalogue of contributors that would be too long to publish. And most of all, JR’s readers and supporters, without whom Janet’s dream would never have been possible. Lastly, we would like to thank Nicola Guy and Juanita Hall at The History Press for their enthusiasm and dedication to this project and Sophie Hartley for her help researching images for this book.




[image: Illustration]


BRITISH JEWISH LITERATURE IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY


BRYAN CHEYETTE


In his memoir, Jacob’s Gift (2005), the journalist Jonathan Freedland writes that after 9/11, ‘the question became insistent: in the great clash of civilizations, whose side are you on?’ In our new century, the global repercussions of 9/11 have inevitably influenced literature because it has made the world more conflicted and Jews in Israel and the diaspora feel more vulnerable. In such a polarised world, Freedland writes, ‘Jews were divided against each other but, above all, they were divided against themselves – heart against conscience, both wrestling for the soul’. If imaginative writers have anything in common, and virtually all would claim a unique vision and a personal story, it is that they thrive on internal division.


In this essay, I will be examining how writers dealt with these new socio-political challenges and I will also explore the continuities and discontinuities between twenty-first-century British-Jewish literature and its earlier incarnations. In 2003, the Jewish Chronicle produced a Granta-style list of young (those aged under 40) Jewish writers who represented a new generation of British-Jewish literature. They included Naomi Alderman, Jeremy Gavron, Zoë Heller, Charlotte Mendelson, Francesca Segal, William Sutcliffe and Adam Thirlwell, and could have included Jake Wallis Simons, Natasha Solomons and Tamar Yellin. What were the differences and similarities within this new generation and earlier generations?


Writing about contemporary literature can never be definitive as tastes in literature change, given the vast number of books published almost daily. Who to include and exclude in a literary canon is, at best, an educated guess and is guided by arbitrary validation such as literary prizes. There are connections between old and new versions of British-Jewish literature, and this will be one way of making sense of the contemporary moment. But there are also disconnections and new contexts to be considered. I have utilised the JR archive, among other sources, as a guide to the literary preoccupations and cultural concerns of the past two decades. This is a good match as JR was published one month after 9/11, which was acknowledged in its first editorial: ‘Shortly before our press date the awful events happened in the US that will mean that the world will change in ways that we cannot yet comprehend.’


The editorial was prescient in anticipating a changed, newly traumatised world after 9/11 that, sadly, continues to characterise our contemporary era. At the start of the new century, JR indicated that global events would soon eclipse the concerns of a Jewish magazine. But the hope that it would make a ‘positive contribution’ to society takes the magazine back to a different era when the ‘Jewish contribution to civilization’ was one of the main ways in which Jews could show the world that they were good citizens. One part of the editorial looks to the future; the other part evokes the past. Such is the Janus-faced character of Jewish culture.


There were certainly reasons to be optimistic in that first editorial, even when it was written under the shadow of the burning twin towers. After all, most of the 1990s can be rightly thought of as a peak of Jewish cultural life in the diaspora, buoyed by the possibility of peace in the Middle East, which was manifested in the expansion and development of many Jewish arts organisations. The new magazine itself was a symptom of these ‘boom’ years and reflected these happier times in many of their articles. The JR continued to affirm the evolution of Jewish Studies courses, departments, and institutes in British universities; it covered the frequent exhibitions at Ben Uri (the London gallery specialising in immigrant, but particularly Jewish, art); the plethora of Jewish film, music and book festivals; and the popularity of adult education events such as Limmud, which featured speakers and seminars on all aspects of Jewish history and culture. Limmud proved so successful that permanent adult education and cultural institutions were built, such as the Jewish cultural centre, JW3, which opened on London’s Finchley Road in 2013 after a ten-year gestation, or expanded, in the case of the Jewish museums in Manchester and London.


The energy and dynamism of this growth continues to be expressed in the magazine. One article rightly characterised the 1990s as the decade when closeted Jews ‘came out’, and this was certainly my experience. Conferences on Jewish culture and modernity were standing-room only when I expected them to be the size of a London taxi. A new kind of Jewish cultural studies came into being led by such figures as Sander Gilman, Griselda Pollock and the Boyarin brothers (the academic equivalent to the Coen brothers). One could start off researching a new topic and, five years later, be swamped by articles, doctorates and new books on the same subject. This was because a new generation of academics specialising in British-Jewish studies – David Cesarani, Tony Kushner, Sue Vice, among many others – all supervised handfuls of doctoral students. It was a good time to be alive and interested in Jewish literature and history and the arts in general. British-Jewish literature was also undergoing a revival with a variety of new voices – Linda Grant, Howard Jacobson, Elena Lappin, Simon Louvish, Clive Sinclair, William Sutcliffe, Michelene Wandor, Jonathan Wilson – joining more established voices such as Anita Brookner, Jenny Diski, Ruth Fainlight, Eva Figes, Elaine Feinstein, Gabriel Josipovici, Bernard Kops, Harold Pinter, Frederic Raphael, Bernice Rubens, Muriel Spark and Arnold Wesker.


Perhaps it was not a coincidence that the 1990s were also the boom years for Holocaust Studies, with the opening of the Washington DC Holocaust museum in 1993 and the release of Steven Spielberg’s Schindler’s List in the same year. After the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, access to crucial East European archives was granted for the first time, creating a parallel ‘boom’ in historical accounts of mass killings, in ravines and trenches, on the eastern front. One response to this new kind of history, which mapped the destruction of Jewish communities in the Soviet Union in more detail than ever before, was the growth of Jewish genealogy – and heritage in general – which also peaked in the 1990s and continues to this day. The Jewish memoir, often written by novelists and historians who were second-generation victims of the Holocaust, was rightly said to be challenging the status of literary fiction by Jews in Britain. Exemplary post-Holocaust memoirs published in the 1990s were written by Louise Kehoe, Anne Karpf and Lisa Appignanesi and continue to this day in memoirs by Jenny Diski, Elaine Feinstein, Michael Rosen and Phillipe Sands. It is in the context of cultural optimism and traumatic threat that I will explore the earlier generations of British-Jewish authors and discuss how they relate, or not, to the new generation of twenty-first-century Jewish writers in Britain.


THE SPECTRUM OF BRITISH-JEWISH LITERATURE (1945–2000)


In a 2006 lecture to mark the 350th anniversary of the readmission of Jews to England in 1656 (after their banishment by Edward I in 1290), Howard Jacobson appealed for a more confident and assertive account of Jewish life in Britain. Rather than wallowing in the comforts of Britishness, or apologising for being ‘introverted’, or imitating American or Yiddish literature, Jacobson wanted to see Jews engage more robustly with the Jewish history and culture of England (and presumably also Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales). He wanted, ultimately, to be part of a trend that reshaped ‘what is meant by Englishness’. He continued:




We have been in this country a while now. The story of our finely tuned accommodations to English culture is a fascinating one, sometimes tragic, often heroic, always funny, and never less than urgent beneath a quiescent surface. It is time we told it. We should be more interested in ourselves as English Jews.





This manifesto – on the side of localism rather than diasporism – was echoed by others who were reacting to the 1980s and 1990s. This was a time when many Jewish writers, such as Harold Pinter and Anita Brookner, chose to disguise their Jewishness, and others, such as Feinstein and Sinclair, chose to write in a diasporic mode, setting their fiction on the European continent or in the Middle East or the United States. Sinclair was quite brazen about his transcendence of Englishness and pointedly attempted to ‘write fiction that owes nothing to any English antecedents’. Jacobson, in contrast, prefers to be known as the ‘Jewish Jane Austen’ rather than the ‘English Philip Roth’.


But none of this is simple. Brookner and Pinter did, in fact, write explicitly British-Jewish literature such as Brookner’s The Latecomers (1988) and A Family Romance (1993). Pinter’s Ashes to Ashes (1996) and his early work – especially The Birthday Party (1958) and The Homecoming (1965) – have often been read as British-Jewish plays. Conversely, much of Feinstein’s poetry and some of her fiction, such as The Survivors (1982), engaged with British-Jewish history and culture, as did Sinclair’s story ‘The Wingate Football Club’ (1979) and his novels Blood Libels (1985) and Cosmetic Effects (1989). Most British-Jewish writers, in other words, move in and out of Britishness and Jewishness, which is an unstable spectrum rather than an easily digestible binary. A key example in our present time is Mike Leigh, who sublimates his Jewishness in all of his extraordinary plays and films since the 1970s only, in Two Thousand Years (2005), to write his one ‘Jewish play’, as he calls it.


Some insist on maintaining the binary between ‘the Jew’ and ‘the Englishman’, such as Anthony Blond, in his memoir Jew Made in England (2004), or John Gross’s suitably euphemistic A Double Thread: A Childhood in Mile End and Beyond (2002). These books follow Maurice Samuel’s formulaic The Gentleman and the Jew (1952), about growing up as an immigrant son in early twentieth-century Manchester: ‘Among us Jews, as I remember vividly, the attitude toward England was one of intense admiration, respect, gratitude, and affection.’ Leigh is less patriotic (or Victorian) than his fellow Mancunian but no less binary in his outlook: ‘Those of us who escaped from our Jewish background have usually spent most of our adult life keeping quiet about our Jewishness, at least in public.’ I prefer to talk about a more expansive and multicultural Britishness rather than a narrow, assimilatory Englishness which is characterised by an either/or division. A spectrum of British-Jewishness is the best way to indicate this complexity. Leigh’s character Tammy sums it up nicely: ‘It’s not the whole of me – I feel Jewish, and I don’t feel Jewish.’


To illustrate this spectrum (from sameness to difference or Englishness to Jewishness) all we need to do is refer to some of the most representative Jewish writers in Britain. These go back to Grace Aguilar (1816–47), who, in her History of the Jews of England (1847), argued that English Jews were no different to their neighbours while, at the same time, calling for Jews to return to their Hebraic biblical roots. Israel Zangwill (1864–1926) championed, simultaneously, the ghetto and the melting pot or ethnic enclaves and ethnic transformation.


Such ambivalence can also be seen in Louis Golding, who was both an ‘apt interpreter of British Jewry’ in his fiction, according to The Times, and, also, an active campaigner for Jewish intermarriage. In her twenty-seven novels, the Booker Prize-winning Bernice Rubens (1923–2004), who was interviewed in JR at the end of her life, moved in and out of Jewishness, Welshness, Britishness and Europeanness. Jacobson himself could be both the poet of Jewish Manchester, and also decontextualise or dejudaise many of his other impressive fictions. And, finally, Naomi Alderman, who looks most likely to be the representative Jewish writer in our present age, has moved from transgressive stories of Orthodox Judaism in Hendon to placeless dystopias in her later work.


Jacobson’s call for the experience and history of English Jews to be taken more seriously characterises some of his best novels, such as The Mighty Walzer (1999) and Shylock is My Name (2016). But it is not new. After all, Aguilar had written her history of Anglo-Jewry nearly two centuries ago and Zangwill’s Children of the Ghetto (1892) and Golding’s Magnolia Street (1932) could not have been more interested in ‘English Jews’. Willy Goldman’s important anthology, In England and in English: A Collection of Modern Stories by Jewish Writers (1947), shows how commonplace linking Englishness and Jewishness was just after the Second World War. According to Goldman’s introduction, the anthology deals in part with ‘Jewish life in England’ but also contributes to a ‘general British and European tradition’. Many of the most important inter-war British-Jewish writers are included in the collection, including Marghanita Laski, Ralph Finn, Henry Cohen (aka Roland Camberton), Ashley Smith and Betty Miller. Published at a time when there were riots in English cities in response to the hanging of two British sergeants in Palestine by the Irgun (the extreme Zionist paramilitary organisation that operated in Palestine between 1931 and 1948), Goldman unsurprisingly claims that the ‘material selected has no shared racial, religious or national bias’. In such circumstances it was not unusual for Goldman, a ‘proletarian writer’, to refuse any kind of collective Jewish identity.


Within sixteen years, British-Jewish literature virtually disappeared from equivalent collections. Gerda Charles’s Modern Jewish Stories (1963) only included herself, Alexander Baron, Brian Glanville and Arnold Wesker out of fifteen stories. The rest were made up of Israelis (Yehuda Yaari and S. Yizhar), six North Americans (including Philip Roth, Bernard Malamud, Isaac Rosenfeld and Isaac Bashevis Singer), two South Africans (Nadine Gordimer and Dan Jacobson) and one Russian, Isaac Babel. In her introduction, Charles maintains that, after the war, the expansion of Jewish literature has been a ‘great, splendid achievement’ especially with ‘English-speaking countries: England, the Commonwealth and, above all, America’. These ‘magnificently gifted’ Jewish writers were essentially global: ‘In this country only a few of our writers dabbled about on the fringes.’


After such self-disparagement it is no wonder that Jacobson has called for English Jews to be ‘more interested in ourselves’. Charles, a double prize-winning author, had an astonishingly short literary output which is reflected in such belittlement. Glanville’s contribution to the collection marked the end of his imaginative involvement with Jewishness, following the publication of the novel Diamond (1962), which met with fierce criticism from the Jewish community. Wesker is a dramatist rather than a fictionist. It is ironic that, at the time, both Charles, Glanville and Wesker were hailed as initiating a ‘new wave’ of post-war Jewish writing in Britain. Glanville, who is in his ninetieth year, has spent the past six decades as a full-time sports journalist who publishes fiction primarily about Italy. Only his son, Mark Glanville, articulates his and his father’s Jewishness in The Goldberg Variations: From Football Hooligan to Opera Singer (2004).


It is as if British-Jewish writers are part of a dysfunctional family or what Jacobson calls ‘my dysfunction’ as an ‘English Jew’. Some survive the family, such as Baron, Bernard Kops, Feinstein, Rubens, Sinclair and Wesker, and some fall by the wayside such as Camberton, Charles, Finn, Smith and Glanville. Evidence of such dysfunction is supplied in abundance by Glanville, who, at the height of the ‘new wave’ of British-Jewish literature, in December 1958, began a series of interviews in the Jewish Chronicle with an emerging group of poets, dramatists and novelists under the heading ‘Young Jewish Writers and the Community’. The writers interviewed were Dannie Abse, Baron, Kops, Wolf Mankowitz, Peter Shaffer and Wesker. All refused any engagement with the established British-Jewish community and (with Glanville’s prompting) referred instead to Arthur Koestler’s oft-stated belief that Jews in the diaspora would either assimilate completely or immigrate to the State of Israel. Each writer rejected a mediating role between nation and community and instead spoke of an alternative East European Yiddish folk tradition (Kops and Mankowitz) or identified with British working-class culture (Baron and Wesker) or were entirely sceptical about writing in any identifiable tradition of Jewish literature (Abse and Shaffer). None thought of themselves as part of a Jewish literary community.


Only the legacy of the Holocaust could unify such disparate figures. In another set of interviews published in the early 1960s, in the Jewish Quarterly, Dannie Abse argued that ‘Hitler has made me more of a Jew than Moses’; Baron that it was ‘the master obsession of my life’; and Emanuel Litvinoff that it ‘completed’ his education. Such un-English preoccupations (especially in the 1960s) were summarised by the novelist Frederic Raphael, now entering his ninth decade:




My Jewishness is the Jewishness of the disillusioned diaspora Jew, the Jewishness of loneliness. ... I do not believe in salvation, either through community or religion. Thus I am not English either, for I feel myself excluded from the community of Britons. I function within it, but I am not absorbed or satisfied by it.





Raphael’s early novels, The Limits of Love (1960) and Lindmann (1963), locate the Holocaust at the heart of British and European culture. In The Limits of Love it is the figure of Otto Kahane, a refugee from Dachau, who returns to haunt his relatives in Cricklewood, in north London, and whose presence disrupts the false equilibrium brought about by post-war suburbanisation.


For this generation of post-war writers, Jewishness was disruptive and was the opposite of Britishness. Whether it is the memory of the Holocaust, the newly formed State of Israel, proletarian Jewish life, or continental European culture, all were brought to bear to unsettle what Charles calls ‘the huge, almost virgin territory of middle-class Jewish diaspora experience’. Glanville, with typical asperity, dismissed the ‘new wave’ of British-Jewish writing as a literature that portrays ‘an East End Jewish world which no longer exists, presented in terms of a tradition which was built up and died in Eastern Europe’. The double loss, according to this lachrymose perspective, accounted for the decline of the ‘new wave’ of Jewish writers in Britain, in stark contrast to the American ‘new wave’, which included Saul Bellow, Bernard Malamud, Cynthia Ozick, Grace Paley and Roth, who transformed post-war American literature. How could British-Jewish literature possibly emerge from under this enormous shadow?


THE BRITISH-JEWISH SPECTRUM IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY


Many critics have argued that British-Jewish literature in the twenty-first century amounted to a ‘stunning burst of productivity’. After all, there were around twenty-five prizes won by Jewish writers in the first two decades of the new century (see the full list at the end of this essay in Appendix 1) with, most prominently, Linda Grant awarded the Orange Prize in 2000; Harold Pinter awarded the Nobel Prize for literature in 2005; Howard Jacobson awarded the Man-Booker Prize in 2010; and Naomi Alderman awarded the Baileys Prize in 2017. Going in and out of Britishness and Jewishness in the new century could mean travelling outwardly to Europe or Israel/Palestine or the United States or inwardly exploring the genealogy and imagined realities of Jewish experience in the United Kingdom. It could also mean writing fictionalised memoirs, conventional family romances, or experimental novels. None of these subjects or literary forms are a complete break from the past but the confidence and knowingness of this younger generation – following the ‘Jews with attitude’ in the 1990s – is often quite new.
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