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Introduction



ILAN STAVANS


All that they do seems to them, it is true,
extraordinarily new,
yet it is part of the chain of generations. . . .


—FRANZ KAFKA


OCTAVIO PAZ, THE Mexican poet and recipient of the 1990 Nobel Prize in Literature, wrote in an essay entitled “The Few and the Many,” included in his volume The Other Voice, that the world is intolerant of the particular. The majority, he claimed, overwhelms and does away with the minority. Perhaps nowhere is this assessment more apt than in Latin America, where the massive population is ethnically mixed but is generally known, both at home and abroad, as a society that is homogeneously mestizo, that is, part Indian and part Iberian. For more than five hundred years, waves of diverse immigrants beginning with the Spanish and Portuguese after 1492 and continuing with the Italians, Germans, French, Dutch, and Asians have created a mosaic of racial multiplicity. But the coexistence of different groups hasn’t been a happy one, and pluralism has not survived without stumbling. The particular is continually being devoured by the monstrous whole.


The Jews are also part of the particular. Since the time of the Inquisition, in spite of all odds, they have stubbornly remained loyal to their faith and tradition. They have assimilated symbols of their environment and have contributed, albeit silently, to the cosmopolitanism of the region. They have often been the target of anti-Semitic attacks, even violence; left- and right-wing regimes have used the Jews as a scapegoat, branding them a source of social and political distress. Yet their presence has also been valued by democratic, less aggressive forces as a reminder of how freedom can survive through the ages.


Political and economic turmoil has stimulated them to create a literature that bears witness to their deep historical transformation in the Latin American environment. That literature, more abundant in the last hundred years, is virtually unknown to North American readers. The reason for this neglect is easy to understand: as a Eurocentric country, the United States did not pay attention to what was written south of the Rio Grande until the 1960s, when a boom of fresh new literary voices from Mexico, Argentina, Peru, and Colombia began to renew the genre of the novel, exhausted after the contributions of Joyce, Kafka, Proust, and Robert Musil. But English-speaking readers failed to notice the less popular, more ethnically focused writers alongside Carlos Fuentes, Julio Cortázar, Mario Vargas Llosa, and Gabriel García Márquez. They saw the universal in Latin American literature but not the particular.


The twenty-eight stories included here belong to various nations and four languages—Spanish, Portuguese, Yiddish, and English. The purpose of collecting them for the first time in one volume for North American readers is to show how these Jewish Latin American writers think, feel, and nurture their dreams: thus the objective is at once anthropological and literary. Irving Howe and Eliezer Greenberg wrote in the introduction to their groundbreaking 1954 volume, A Treasury of Yiddish Literature, “We have no desire to make extravagant claims: Yiddish literature can boast no Shakespeares, no Dantes, no Tolstoys. But neither can many other widely translated literatures.” Latin America has indeed produced extraordinary writers, and the writers in this anthology, no doubt, have as much talent as many of their better-known colleagues, along with a distinctive ethos and a remarkable style very much their own. Readers who have never before encountered their work are in for a feast.


The original version of this anthology was called Tropical Synagogues. About two-thirds of its content is featured in Oy, Caramba!, which is expanded with an assortment of stories originally written in Yiddish and others in Spanish and Portuguese. When released by Holmes and Meier in 1994, the previous edition was enthusiastically embraced, went through various printings, and was a staple of courses, book clubs, and other readers’ gatherings. I used the image of the tropical synagogue in the title because it characterizes the collective personality of this literary tradition. Imagine—somewhere in Patagonia, the Amazon, or a rain forest on the border between Guatemala and Mexico—a forgotten Jewish temple celebrating knowledge and a dialogue with God. The climate is that of magic and revolution. The place is populated by ancestral tribes predating the Spanish conquistadores and the coming of Christianity. Frequented by Jews in search of a collective identity, this fecund temple mixes Hebrew paraphernalia and pre-Columbian artifacts, sometimes of Aztec or Quechua origin. Its indefinite age and improbable location, elusive to historians and topographers, speaks to its exoticism; probably founded by Sephardic immigrants escaping the Inquisition or by Ashkenazi refugees settling in the region before the Second World War, it has lost its place in memory. Yet the syncretism of its architectural style and interior design is proof of a religious and cultural encounter too rich to ignore. A crossroad linking fantastic surrealism and traditional visions, its enigmatic presence is a unique symbol of the cultural and social experience of Jews in Latin America—an intertwining of the Old World and the New, European and aboriginal, natural and spiritual, primitive and civilized, lo hebreo (things Jewish) and the gentile milieu.


Four essential concerns are mirrored in the work of these Jewish Latin American writers: assimilation and the struggle to retain the Jewish tradition in a modern, secular world; anti-Semitism and the difficulty of being considered distinctive and unequal, which ultimately has a strong impact on the collective Jewish identity; the violent political reality from 1910 to the 1990s and Latin America’s passive response to the systematic destruction of 6 million Jews by the Nazis; and the supernatural, what critics like Tzvetan Todorov call “the fantastic.” The very foundation of this last aesthetic approach may come from the surrealist movement in Europe, with its dreamlike images—but after a trip to Haiti in 1934, Alejo Carpentier, a Cuban musicologist and baroque writer, claimed that reality in the Caribbean was far richer, more colorful, and more imaginative than anything European surrealists could ever fantasize. In a 1984 interview in the Paris Review, García Márquez stated that he is nothing but a realist. “Foreigners may think I invent a lot in One Hundred Years of Solitude,” he said, “but that is because they don’t know Latin America.” And indeed, several stories here can be taken as examples of this exoticism: a few are set in jungles or decaying cities, while others take place in Prague or Buenos Aires but have a supernatural twist, a “fantastic” aura. They deal with God not as an object of devotion but as a miraculous force that can suddenly stop the universe’s pace. These texts, I foresee, will be retained longer by most readers precisely because this “supernatural” element is now the signature of all the literature produced in the region.


For this new edition, I benefited from the research and translations—even the headnotes—included in Alan Astro’s volume Yiddish South of the Border: An Anthology of Latin American Yiddish Writing, released in 2003. The historical information and bibliography have been updated, as have the headnotes and authors’ bios in the back matter. It is my hope that Oy, Caramba! will once again attract a generation of readers eager to explore the vicissitudes of Jewish life south of the US-Mexico border.


DEMOGRAPHICS


Jews are but a tiny fraction of the non-Native population in Latin America. Argentina and Mexico, two countries that became independent from the Iberian Peninsula between 1810 and 1816, and, later, Brazil entered the twentieth century by accepting Jewish immigrants from Russia and eastern Europe, who arrived with the hope of finding prosperity and adapting to a new culture. Most of them were uneducated, Yiddish-speaking inhabitants of the shtetl, poor and persecuted. Their odyssey to Latin America proved to be partially successful, at least during the first decades of collective life.


As Theodor Herzl was convening the First Zionist Congress in 1897, Baron Maurice de Hirsch was attempting to place human and financial resources in the agricultural region of La Pampa, thinking the zone would eventually turn out to be the true Promised Land. Actually, Argentina as Zion was for a while a real and concrete challenge to the Zionist dream of resettlement in Palestine. The very first immigrants who settled in colonies such as Moisés Ville in Santa Fe, near the border with Paraguay; Rajíl, in the province of Entre Ríos, at the northeastern border with Uruguay; and others in Rio Grande do Sul, may have both consciously or by pure chance chosen to travel to Palestine and even to North America, but they arrived instead at the River Plate with high hopes for an end to their diasporic wandering. The official census claims that in 1895 there were some 6,000 Jews in Argentina; by 1910 the number had risen to 68,000, and by 1935 it had increased astronomically, to 218,000. Compared to other parts of Latin America, the Pampas and Buenos Aires have always been the most populated centers of Jewish life. In 1910 Brazil had some 800 Jews and Mexico had 1,000; by 1930 there were about 30,000 and 16,000 Jewish immigrants, respectively, in these two countries. Although during the 1950s there was considerable demographic growth of the Jewish population in all of Latin America, since then political turmoil and violence have led many Jews to finally immigrate to Israel and the United States. According to the latest studies, by the late 1980s the Brazilian and Hispanic worlds outside the Iberian Peninsula had a total population of more than 450 million, of which only 1.2 percent or less were Jews. Argentina held the lead with a quarter of a million Jews, followed by Brazil with some 125,000 and then Mexico with some 40,000. Together, small countries like Guatemala, Costa Rica, and Peru counted barely 10,000. And compared to the world Jewish population, where the United States has 48 percent and Israel 26 percent, pushing the figures in the region doesn’t make them reach 4 percent, indeed a minimal number. These figures have remained steady in the first decades of the twenty-first century. The Jewish population has neither grown nor shrunk significantly, as a result of stable birth rates as well as migration. Demographers suggest that in 2010 the entire region had approximately 250,000 Jews.


Although most of the original Jewish settlers in Latin America were of eastern European background, quite a few Sephardim, whose roots in the Iberian Peninsula predated the expulsion in 1492, arrived in the Americas with and after the four voyages of Christopher Columbus. They were secretly supported, both financially and with crucial cartographic information, by wealthy conversos (also referred to as Marranos) who practiced Judaism in secret and by New Christian entrepreneurs like Luis de Santanguel, the Genoese admiral’s own economic backer and a close adviser to Queen Isabella of Castile, who had wholeheartedly renounced their original Jewish religion. Since 1492, the year of the so-called discovery of America, is also the date of the expulsion of the Jews from Spanish soil, a controversial theory supported by Oxford professor Salvador de Madariaga, Nazi hunter Simon Wiesenthal, and historian Cecil Roth claims that the hidden agenda behind the search for a new route to the West Indies was the quest for new lands where the Iberian Jewish population could live in spiritual peace.


Be that as it may, a considerable number of Spanish emigrants escaping the cruelties of Torquemada arrived in the Americas and for a while tried to regain control of their ancient biblical faith. Such is the case, for instance, of the famous Carvajal family in Nueva Espana, later known as Mexico, portrayed in great historical detail and accuracy by Alfonso Toro. But the church didn’t allow for much religious freedom in the colonies, and although researchers have found traces of their path in major capitals such as Lima, Buenos Aires, and Santiago, the Spanish Jews concealed their true identity and eventually vanished. By the time of the 1910 socialist revolution of Pancho Villa and Emiliano Zapata, south of the Rio Grande most of the original Sephardic settlers had disappeared. At most, in the New World, converso methods of secrecy managed to produce bizarre, anachronistic curiosities. In Venta Prieta, for instance, a small town near Toluca, Mexico, there is an Indian community that practices the Jewish faith and has a synagogue in which it keeps ancient scrolls—although its members cannot read Hebrew or Ladino—and most of the male constituency is circumcised. Discovered by a group of North American anthropologists a few decades ago, the Indians claim to be Jewish, although their lineage, as of yet not authenticated, has been put in question by the Ashkenazim.


Another wave of Jewish settlers from the Mediterranean (mainly Syria and Lebanon), many of Sephardic ancestry, arrived in Argentina, Mexico, Brazil, and Venezuela during the 1920s and onward. They chose Latin America because of the linguistic similarities between their ancestral languages (Ladino or Judezmo) and modern Spanish and because family cohesiveness meant more to them than the opportunity for upward economic mobility. Their contact with the Ashkenazim has not been easy: the two communities tend to live apart, attend different temples and schools, and rarely intermarry.


The demographics of Latin American Jewry began a trend of decline in the 1960s, as a result of dictatorial regimes and repression. The changes in the sociopolitical fabric made exile and aliyah—immigration to Israel—concrete options. (Some sixty-eight thousand immigrants moved to the state of Israel between 1948 and 1983.) As the Jewish community in Latin America is generally a small, insular, self-contained population, proud of its separation from larger society, its overall input into the cultural mainstream has inevitably gone unrecognized or has not gained the recognition it deserves. Voluntarily or not, their different skin color and non-Hispanic physical appearance, their unique religion, and their educational and economic status have turned Jews into outsiders. A few of the writers included in this anthology were activists opposing their national governments, imprisoned or forced into exile in Europe, the United States, or even Israel, distant from their native soil and language, dreaming of a return, writing in a tongue (Spanish) alien to their more intimate milieu. That component of extraterritoriality constantly marks their fiction. Even the inattentive eye can see how their stories repeat, almost in an obsessive manner, a handful of metaphors and images that have to do with alienation: a woman trapped in a bottle; an unloved mother-in-law who prefers to spend her days alone rather than join her estranged daughter and her daughter’s new husband; a Jewish bride who runs away with a gaucho on the Pampas. Like that of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, the identity of these Latin American Jews, judging by their fiction, is full of labyrinthine divisions, accompanied by guilt and anxiety. One gets the impression that a suffocating minority life has created a vacuum, a feeling of seclusion and exclusiveness. Borrowing the words of Danilo Kiš, the author of The Encyclopedia of the Dead, who himself was adapting a biblical phrase, these writers are “strangers in a strange land.” They inhabit a tropical synagogue both as individuals and as a collective; they are the particular in a continent where only the universal matters—at least up until now.


Although the novel and poem are also favored genres (a bibliography at the end of this volume suggests further readings, including fiction, non-fiction, and criticism in Spanish, Portuguese, and English), this anthology presents a sample of the most memorable short stories created by Jewish writers in Latin America from 1910 to the present—a window through which we are offered a glimpse of their inner lives and cultural predicament. Although it is my belief that the Jewish experience in Latin America has been remarkably cohesive and interconnected throughout the continent, the particular context of that experience has varied in different countries. To suggest this diversity of environment and sensibility in the face of a generally cohesive ethnic identity, I have organized the volume according to the writers’ countries of origin. Since my approach is at once historical and literary, the stories are arranged chronologically within this framework.



ALBERTO GERCHUNOFF



When talking about Jewish literature in Latin America, one needs to start with the magisterial figure of Alberto Gerchunoff (1884–1950). He is at center stage because he is to this minority literature what Mendele Mokher Sforim (Sh. Y. Abramovitsh) was to Yiddish letters—a grandfather and a cornerstone. Before Gerchunoff, one can find sketches, poems, vignettes, and chronicles of immigrant life, written by Jewish refugees in Russian, Polish, Hebrew, Yiddish, and at times a rudimentary Spanish. But it is his beautiful and meticulously measured Castilian prose in The Jewish Gauchos of the Pampas, translated into English in 1955 by Prudencio de Pereda, a book deeply influenced by Cervantes, that gave birth to the short stories included in this volume, as well as to novels by the same authors.


Gerchunoff’s life and craft have to be understood in the context of the history of Jewish immigration to Argentina. In 1891, when the boy was seven, his father traveled from Russia to the Pampas, and the family followed him. Agriculture and cattle-raising were the jobs designated for the shtetl dwellers, and hard labor was their lot. As expressed in his 1914 autobiography, Entre Ríos, My Country, published posthumously in 1950, Gerchunoff admired the capacity for hard work of his fellow Argentines. His family was first stationed in the colony of Moises Ville, but when his father was brutally killed by a gaucho, or Argentine cowboy, they moved to the Rajíl colony. This tragic event and Gerchunoff’s later adventures in the new settlement were the inspiration for his early work.


One of the admirable things about Gerchunoff is his polyglotism. Language, after all, is the basic vehicle by which any newcomer must begin to adapt to the new country. Most immigrants improvised a “survival” Spanish during their first Argentine decade. Gerchunoff, however, not only learned to speak perfect Spanish as a child, but by 1910, at the age of twenty-six, his prose was setting a linguistic and narrative standard. Reading him today, we discover in his writing stylistic forms that were later developed by his followers, among them Jorge Luis Borges. Simultaneously, Gerchunoff’s brief biographical sketches of such writers as Sholem Aleichem, Miguel de Unamuno, James Joyce, Max Nordau, and I. L. Peretz, which appeared in newspapers and magazines, and his deep and careful readings of British writers such as G. K. Chesterton, H. G. Wells, and Rudyard Kipling, influenced future artistic generations on the River Plate.


Even if he did not fully belong to the popular modernista movement budding at the turn of the century in Latin America, many moderns welcomed his literature. The Cuban activist José Martí, the Mexican sonneteer Manuel Gutiérrez Nájera, and other modernistas dreamed of reviving all literatures written in Spanish. So did Gerchunoff, although he did not quite share the aesthetic and political values of these contemporaries. His objective was to help Jews become Argentines, to be like everyone else. Following Gerchunoff’s death, after some two dozen books and innumerable articles, Borges himself praised him as “the writer of le mot juste.” Such a distinction, one should add, is seldom awarded to an immigrant. I can think of only a few others who have achieved it, among them Vladimir Nabokov, Joseph Brodsky, and Joseph Conrad.


I began by speaking of Gerchunoff in relation to Mendele Mokher Sforim because, although the two belong to two different worlds and even different languages, both managed to create a sense of literary tradition and continuity absent before. Mendele was considered by Sholem Aleichem to be the grandfather of Yiddish letters, as Gerchunoff became a cultural mentor and compass for later Jewish writers in Argentina such as Gerardo Mario Goloboff, Mario Szichman, Alicia Steinberg, and Isidoro Blaisten. In fact, the comparison is a clue to the linguistic reality the Argentine had to face: by writing in Spanish, he subscribed to the chain of Spanish and South American letters; Yiddish, the language of most of the immigrants, was left behind after he began publishing and was replaced by Spanish, a cosmopolitan, secular vehicle.


Indeed, one has to consider that very few Jewish writers, even if they had some knowledge of Yiddish, could write anything beyond a crude transliterated version. That’s why some, including Gerchunoff himself and his successor Mario Szichman, used transliterated Yiddish in dialogue. Besides, a Yiddish-reading audience today is practically nonexistent. Mendele found Yiddish the appropriate vehicle for communication with his people; for Gerchunoff, it was Spanish, the idiom of “exile,” that turned them into “normal” citizens of Argentina. The two were equally celebrated as speakers of the collective soul.


During his youth, Gerchunoff had an acquaintance, Leopoldo Lugones, a representative of the modernistas in Argentina and paternalistically philo-Jewish and proimmigrant, who gained access for him to La Nación, a very influential newspaper in Buenos Aires. Yet Lugones’s last sour years and his own ideological odyssey are symbolic of the attitude of Argentina as a whole toward the Jews: at first a socialist and a liberal, in his mature years and up until his suicide in 1938 he was a fascist and a nationalist. By then the Jews, “alien” people in his eyes, were unacceptable to him as equals because they represented the unwelcome outsider. This hostility has its counterpart. Take the example of Rubén Darío, the modernista par excellence and famous Nicaraguan poet who in 1888 wrote Azul . . . (Blue . . .), a book whose impact on Hispanic letters was equivalent to that of T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land on English poetry. Darío saw the Jews as appealing citizens, paradoxically both symbolic of an eternal voyage and deeply rooted in the Argentine soil. In a beautiful poem entitled “Song to Argentina,” he celebrated the biblical heritage and bucolic present of the citizens of Entre Ríos and Santa Fe. Here is a rough, free translation of one of its stanzas:


Sing, Jews of La Pampa!


Young men of rude appearance,


sweet Rebeccas with honest eyes,


Reubens of long locks,


patriarchs of white,


dense, horselike hair.


Sing, sing, old Sarahs


and adolescent Benjamins


with the voice of our heart:


“We have found ZION!”


The very same tone is to be found in the twenty-six stories collected by Gerchunoff in The Jewish Gauchos, the book to which he owes his fame, a parade of Spanish-speaking but stereotypical Jewish men and women from eastern Europe adapting to the linguistic and cultural reality of the Southern Hemisphere. The autonomous narratives that make up every chapter, some better than others, re-create life, tradition, and hard labor in this “new shtetl” across the Atlantic. The focus is on relations between Jews and gentiles, the passion to maintain the Jewish religion yet understand and assimilate new customs. What is most striking about the book to today’s reader is the political ideology it professes: 1910, one should know, was the centenary of Argentina’s independence. Gerchunoff meant his text to be a celebration of the nation’s friendly, tolerant, and multiethnic spirit.


He had moved to Buenos Aires in 1895 and, beginning in August 1902, contributed regularly to many newspapers, among them La Nación. Even after the tragic loss of his father, he stubbornly went on believing that Argentina was a true paradise. He saw the province of Entre Ríos and the cosmopolitan Buenos Aires as a diasporic “holy land” of sorts, where the contribution of the Jews would always be welcome in shaping the national culture and where all manifestations of anti-Semitism would ultimately vanish. Needless to say, such optimism flourished for only a single generation. It evaporated even faster than the hatred it stood against.


In the short story “Camacho’s Wedding Feast,” included as the first entry in this volume, Gerchunoff describes the sorrows of a Jewish family when their daughter, about to be married to a rich Jew, is suddenly carried off by her gentile lover, Camacho, on the very day of the wedding. To be sure, the motif of the stolen bride is universal, having been used by Boccaccio, Federico García Lorca, and Charles Dickens. Yet note Gerchunoff’s selection of the Argentine character’s name: Camacho was also part of the cast of Don Quixote of La Mancha. With his literary echoes, the author of The Jewish Gauchos is able to create a tale in a style that reminds us of oral storytelling. He does it by having a tête-à-tête with the reader and by shaping an unpretentious, colloquial prose that foreshadows the experimental techniques yet to come in Latin America. Here’s the illuminating passage:


Well, as you can see, my patient readers, there are fierce, arrogant gauchos, wife stealers, and Camachos, as well as the most learned and honorable of rabbinical scholars in the little Jewish colony where I learned to love the Argentine sky and felt a part of its wonderful earth. This story I’ve told—with more detail than art—is a true one, just as I’m sure the original story of Camacho’s feast is true. May I die this instant if I’ve dared to add the slightest bit of invention to the marvelous story.


I’d like very much to add some verses—as was done to the original Camacho story—but God has denied me that talent. I gave you the tale in its purest truth, and if you want couplets, add them yourself in your most gracious style. Don’t forget my name, however—just as our gracious Master Don Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra remembered the name of Cide Hamete Benegeli and gave him all due credit for the original Camacho story.


And if the exact, accurate telling of this tale has pleased you, don’t send me any golden doubloons—here, they don’t even buy bread and water. Send me some golden drachmas or, if not, I’d appreciate a carafe of Jerusalem wine from the vineyards my ancestors planted as they sang the praises of Jehovah.


Three things are evident from this passage: the author’s deep and honest love for his new country, Argentina; his parody of Don Quixote; and his sense of tradition, both Jewish and Hispanic. This last is crucial: by referring to Cervantes, Gerchunoff, as a member of a cultural minority, nevertheless placed himself in the grand tradition of Hispanic letters. While on the one hand he wanted to forge a link with the great master of Renaissance Spain, on the other he sought to relate himself to the Jewish past by referring to such biblical symbols as the wine “from the vineyards my ancestors planted as they sang the praises of Jehovah.” Thus two paths intersect in The Jewish Gauchos, and the encounter is dynamic and reciprocal.


The Jews of Gerchunoff’s community of Entre Ríos behave like gauchos, and the gauchos, in turn, inherit from the Jews a set of ethical values. Writing at the moment of Argentina’s first centennial, the author sings to a new communion and to a fresh, hopeful love affair. This glorification of assimilation is puzzling. As Naomi Lindstrom claims, “The [novel] assumes that the long-standing Hispanic population of Argentina are the hosts, whereas the new Argentines coming from eastern European Jewry are guests who must take care not to disrupt preexisting national life with their alien ways.” The goal for Gerchunoff’s patriotism is to dream of a democratic society where Jews share and actually contribute to the new culture. But was that the goal of the Jewish immigrants as a whole?


Within a few years after 1910, things turned sour in Argentina. And Gerchunoff’s perception of the country as a new Zion was not left unchallenged. On the contrary, it was opposed and even repudiated by Jewish intellectuals and literati. More than that, his response to a major crisis for the Jews in Argentina was regarded as disappointing for a figure of his stature. Anti-Semitism reached its height in 1919 with the Semana Trágica, the tragic week, an explosion of xenophobic fear that amounted to a full-blown pogrom with numerous injured and dead. (David Viñas, a Jewish novelist born ten years after the tragedy, made use of this sad event, a reminder that the heart of the Americas was not untouched by the same hatred left behind in the old continent, in a novel published in 1966.)


The intensification of negative feelings toward the Jews, generated by a wave of nationalism during the administration of Hipólito Yrigoyen, contributed to profound disappointment and skepticism regarding the future of a pluralistic society in Argentina. Though deeply affected, Gerchunoff did not publicly comment on the event. His silence was taken as a sign of cowardly passivity and perhaps self-criticism; some thought he might have come to the conclusion that assimilation was impossible in a country with such profound anti-Semitic feelings. The public would have to wait for a coherent statement. Of course, Gerchunoff was no politician; yet in Latin America the opinions of intellectuals are often the only channels through which deep political and ethical concerns are expressed.


Leonardo Senkman, in his 1983 study Jewish Identity in Argentine Literature, discusses the various essays Gerchunoff wrote to articulate and explain his ideas. In response to Adolf Hitler’s ascendancy to power in Germany, Gerchunoff’s arguments finally became clear in his brief prologue to a 1937 Argentine edition of Ludwig Lewisohn’s Rebirth: A Book of Modern Jewish Thought. Speaking out against a restriction imposed on Jewish immigration by the Argentine government, which limited the quota of immigrants to at least a third of the number in previous years, he openly defended the right of the Jews to live anywhere at any time without prohibitions.* It is not difficult to feel in his words a fear of the growth of anti-Semitic literature at the time of the invigorated Nationalist Party, which supported Yrigoyen, and its call for the expulsion or even annihilation of all Jews in Argentina. Yet Gerchunoff’s general passivity is palpable when placed in relation to the Zionist struggle for an independent Jewish state in Palestine that was taking place in those years. Though angry, he never advocated any kind of Jewish collective self-assertion. I translate:


What should we do? Jews and Argentines, we can protest, fight, expose the hidden goals of the policy of cowardice and crime. And it would be proper to set a foundation for the right of the Jew to life, the right of the Jew to go on living exactly in the same place he was born or where he was left by fate, in the name of the following evidence:


(1) No effort in history to get rid of the Jewish element has been successful, precisely because the Jew, anywhere, is irreplaceable when he performs on the stage of the human spirit, and ineradicable even when one tries to dissimulate his physical presence by means of alien dicta forced on him. . . .


(2) It is positively useless to persecute the Jew, take away from him his goods, or place him in a ghetto, because he may accept that circumstance and will find a way through it. He will be resurrected when given the chance, because those same ones that are willing to beat him, eventually will protect him. . . .


(3) When persecuted, humiliated, or molested anywhere on the planet, the Jew will expand his solidarity with other Jews, because precisely in that he finds his dignity. . . . And in that sense, the Jewish character and his diasporic pride will be confirmed when his attachment to other Jews is awakened.


Gerchunoff calls at first for intellectual protests against anti-Semitic acts because he thinks he may persuade his enemy by intellectual means. That persuasion remained a hope, of course, not a reality. As time went on, he sank into disillusionment and silence, and eventually he isolated himself from his community. Although he became quite enthusiastic about certain Jewish topics, such as the Talmud, he remained evasive and ambivalent. When Jewish symbols appear in his late fiction, it is always in a remote and distant context, with reference to Heinrich Heine or Baruch Spinoza, never the current scene. His dream of a Promised Land in South America was slowly collapsing, along with other liberal values. At the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939, about 218,000 Jews lived in Argentina. Yet only a decade later, the country turned into a nightmare for all integrationist hopes.


Arguably the most horrific events in that nightmare took place in 1994, when the Asociación Mutual Israelita Argentina (AMIA), the Jewish community center in Buenos Aires, was the target of a terrorist attack that left almost one hundred people dead and many more injured. The event took place more than two years after another anti-Semitic attack in Buenos Aires, this one against the Israeli Embassy, in which twenty-nine people died and more than two hundred were injured.


The investigation into the AMIA attack led to Iran, but President Carlos Menen, who was of Lebanese descent, impeded a thorough investigation. As a result, the wounds remained open. The AMIA attack was the first major terrorist incident against Jews not only in Argentina but also in Latin America. The outcome of that event left the Jewish communities in the region vulnerable, fearful of further aggressions. While Gerchunoff couldn’t have foreseen the atrocities, in his disenchantment he produced a litany that augured a time when Jews would become individualized as objects of animosity.


A number of journalistic investigations as well as literary works and movies have dealt with the terrorist attack. A decade later, ten directors, including Daniel Burman and Alberto Lecchi, made a film anthology called 18-j (2004), after the date of the attack. Also, in 2009 Marcos Carnevale premiered Anita, about a young woman with Down syndrome who wanders Buenos Aires after her mother is killed in the AMIA bombing.


Among others, Gustavo Perednik published a fictionalized chronicle called Matar sin que se nota (Killing without a Trace, 2009). And Marcelo Brodsky and I created a fotonovela about the preparations for the attack called Once@9:53am (2012).


ARGENTINE ECHOES


The history of Jewish Argentine literature includes many others considered to be Gerchunoff’s successors. Among them is César Tiempo (pseudonym of Israel Zeitlin, 1906–1980), a famous-in-his-time playwright, critic, and poet who had immigrated to Argentina from the Ukraine. He was highly esteemed as a man of letters and a travel writer whose poetry almost uniquely refers to one central metaphor: the Sabbath. This interest is reflected in some of the titles of his works: Book for the Break of the Sabbath, published in 1930, or Joyful Saturday, which appeared in 1955. He always willingly wrote for a gentile audience and, probably influenced by Israel Zangwill’s Dreamers of the Ghetto, used the vivid imagery of the Buenos Aires Jewish ghetto to draw an appealing distinction between the Jewish and Christian Sabbaths. As a liberal, Tiempo identified with the oppressed and humiliated and favored a multiethnic society. His two famous theatrical pieces, I Am the Theater and Creole Bread, staged in the thirties, dealt with the subject of assimilation and Jewish versus gentile justice.


Like Gerchunoff, he was deeply depressed by outbursts of anti-Semitism; yet unlike him, he actively responded with written arguments and oral protests against the racist campaign inspired by the infamous writings of the propagandist Gustavo Martínez Zuviría. The director of the National Library in Buenos Aires, Zuviría, under the pen name Hugo Wast, in 1938 had written both The Kahal and Gold, inspired by The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, the infamous anti-Semitic tract immensely popular, even today, throughout Latin America. Yet despite Tiempo’s public complaints, nothing changed. At times even the national press, as if echoing his writing, denied the presence of racial tension in the country. As with Gerchunoff, the political events of course made him skeptical about Argentina’s democratic future, and they also frightened his young Jewish followers.


Another important Jewish figure in Argentine literature is Bernardo Verbitsky (1907–1979), a prolific realist writer who published long novels dealing with Jewish identity in contemporary Argentina and the world at large. They include Hard to Start Living (1941), an essential text for understanding the cultural situation of Buenos Aires in the thirties. The critic and novelist David Viñas (1929–2011), whom I mentioned in reference to the Semana Trágica, in his 1962 novel Making a Stand argues for a nation that is at once multiethnic, democratic, and tolerant.


Jewish writers and intellectuals of later generations suffered the horrors of military dictatorship, persecution, violence, and exile. Among them was Luisa Mercedes Levinson, half-Jewish and a close friend and colleague of Borges’s, who wrote “The Cove”; she is the mother of the Argentine-born New York experimentalist Luisa Valenzuela, author of The Lizard’s Tail. Another crucial name is Germán Rozenmacher (1936–1971), a talented young man who felt that the constant attempt to participate in the country’s everyday life created deep psychological scars among the Jews. The protagonists of his stories, collected in one volume in 1970, are lonely creatures, many of them failed artists with identity problems, who aspire to enter gentile society but are unable to do so.


His tenacious belief in assimilation always brings the reader to the conclusion that for him no Jewish existence proud of its accomplishments could flourish in his native Argentina. In “Blues in the Night,” perhaps his best short story, Vassily Goloboff, a music professor who once sang in the Moscow Opera and who rejected his Jewish name and identity after immigrating to Buenos Aires, returns to religion in his later years. In the tradition of the encounter between Leopold Bloom and Stephen Dedalus, one day he has a sudden rendezvous with Bernardo, a young Jew, in which they share memories about broken families and talk about their enchantment with I Pagliacci. But no happiness comes to them in the end.


In the same generation as Rozenmacher are the storyteller Gerardo Mario Goloboff (b. 1939), the author of a trilogy that includes the 1988 novel Pigeon Keeper, about rural life in the mythical town of Algarrobos; Humberto Costantini (1924–1987); Pedro Orgambide (b. 1928); Isidoro Blaisten (1933–2004); Alicia Steinberg (1933–2012); Marcos Aguinis (b. 1935); Ricardo Feierstein (b. 1942); Cecilia Absatz (b. 1943); Aída Bortnik (b. 1943); Nora Glickman (b. 1942); Mario Satz (b. 1944); Marcos Ricardo Barnatán (b. 1946); Mario Szichman (b. 1945); Ana María Shua (b. 1951), Marcelo Birmajer (b. 1966); and Andrés Neuman (b. 1977). Szichman, the author of At 8:25 Evita Became Immortal, is particularly interesting. In the late 1960s he tried to create a family saga that would encapsulate the diverse personalities and viewpoints among Argentine Jews and explore relevant issues such as the community’s response to Israel, assimilation, the world of business, and religion. It is quite obvious that not only the works of Gabriel García Márquez but also Yiddish novels such as I. J. Singer’s The Family Carnovsky made a transforming impression on him. He shows some of the stylistic elements of magical realism—a narrative style made popular after the publication of One Hundred Years of Solitude, which mixes reality with dreamlike components and uses as its setting the exotic Latin American landscape—but he is more concerned with genealogy and tradition within the family circle.


In The Jews of Mar Dulce (1971), The False Chronicle (1969; revised in 1972), and At 8:25 Evita Became Immortal, the Pechof family is followed through their immigration in 1918, their rejection of gaucho agricultural life, and their transition to the urban life of Buenos Aires during the thirties and forties. Although the narrative moves back and forth in time, Szichman stops around 1952, when his characters discover their unacceptable status as Jews in Argentina and desperately struggle to assimilate by changing their surname to Gutiérrez Anselmi. By means of an ironic, self-hating point of view, mixing Yiddishisms with a convoluted Spanish, the author builds a vision of the impossibility of Diaspora life in Argentina as he re-creates the customs and idiosyncrasies of Jewish life in South America with astonishing detail.


Unlike Gerchunoff, Berele or Bernardo (Szichman’s alter ego) is permanently searching for an answer to his father’s strange, political death in the city dump. And by deciphering his father’s last intentions, Berele discovers the cause of the entire family’s dilemma. What is interesting about Szichman’s fiction is the way it revises national history. By placing his characters in a variety of periods, from the Semana Trágica to the military coups in the forties and the defeated revolution in 1956 (when Berele’s father perishes), Szichman makes an unquestionable statement: no regime, no juncture, in Argentine history is good for the Jews because their historical presence on the River Plate is a mistake. If Gerchunoff at one time believed Argentina to be a heaven, Szichman sees it as hell.


Two of the most engaging writers to emerge in the nineties are Shua and Birmajer. Unlike Szichman, they use humor—often caustic humor—to explore the identity of Argentine Jews. Shua is a master of the short story. She has produced a number of anthologies, among them some on Jewish humor. She also practices what has come to be known as flash fiction, short stories sometimes a paragraph long. Birmajer, a devotee of Isaac Bashevis Singer, is perceived as the chronicler of El Once, the Jewish neighborhood of Buenos Aires. His fiction is an attempt to understand, in subtle ways, the sociological components that shaped Argentine Jewish life.


I have also included stories written in Yiddish by Samuel Rollansky, a man of letters resoponsible for sustaining Yiddish in Argentina, and José Rabinovich, whose writing explored poverty among Jewish immigrants.


JORGE LUIS BORGES


Of the non-Jewish writers in Latin America who have considered Jewish images and themes, such as the Kabbalah, Israel, and the Holocaust, the first and most outstanding figure is Borges, a passionate lover of lo hebreo—things Jewish. Mention his name and you conjure up the ability to reduce everything to metaphysical mystery: toenails, much too insignificant for the poet to write about, suddenly become, in one of his odes, the only organic element that resists death; or the world itself, too large for anyone to understand, becomes, in some of the stories compiled in Labyrinths, a voluminous book that embraces all possible and impossible knowledge. At once a keen semiotician, a devotee of medieval philosophy, and an innovative homme de lettres who was able to invent a distinctive fictional universe, Borges had an important influence on the international literary scene. Three of his stories are included here, in the appendix.


During the 1960s it was fashionable among Latin American writers to start every dissertation, essay, or short story with an epigraph taken from this Argentine fabulist. Only a decade later, one could discover remnants of his style between the lines or plot structures of Gabriel García Márquez or Carlos Fuentes. In Europe and the United States, artists and writers such as Umberto Eco, Bernardo Bertolucci, John Updike, and John Barth adored him because of his prodigious knowledge and metaphysical brilliance; others, like Stanislaw Lem, the Polish science fiction writer, complained that he was a monstrous iconoclast, an egotist and pseudoscholar with a dazzling command of erudition and logic but incapable of understanding the dilemmas of the modern world. Since 1961 when he shared the International Publisher’s Prize with Samuel Beckett and his oeuvre gained international acclaim, becoming more and more the subject of academic study, both sides of the love-hate controversy have been expressed in a fascinating showcase of opposites: Borges himself would have said that his detractors are substantially the same as his fans.


Borges’s Jewish connection is well documented. Starting with the monumental literary biography of Emir Rodríguez Monegal and moving on to the works of Edna Aizenberg, Saul Sosnowski, and Jaime Alazraki, much has been written about his attraction to the golem, “the People of the Book,” Isaac Luria and Hebraic mysticism, Kafka, and Spinoza. Borges’s mother, Leonor Acevedo Haedo, believed she had some Jewish ancestors, probably conversos who came to the Americas after the 1492 expulsion from Spain. It was this possibility that made Borges the target of anti-Semitic attacks in the thirties. The magazine Crisol published an article asserting that he was a Jew, and Borges’s response in another periodical, Megáfono (April 1934), at once showed admiration and pride toward Judaism. “Statistically speaking,” he wrote,


The Jews are very few. What would we think of someone in the year 4,000 who discovered everywhere descendants of the inhabitants of the San Juan province? Our inquisitors are seeking Hebrews, never Phoenicians, Numidians, Scythians, Babylonians, Huns, Vandals, Ostrogoths, Ethiopians, Illyrians, Paphlagonians, Sarmatians, Medes, Ottomans, Berbers, Britons, Libyans, Cyclops, and Lapiths. The nights of Alexandria, Babylon, Carthage, Memphis have never succeeded in engendering one single grandfather: only the tribes of the bituminous Black Sea had that power.


In the same article, he joked about his roots:


Borges Acevedo is my name. In the fifth chapter of his book Rosas y su tiempo, Ramos Mejía lists the family names of Buenos Aires of that time to demonstrate that all, or almost all, “descended from a Hebrew-Portuguese branch.” Acevedo is part of that catalogue: the only document of my Jewish roots, until the confirmation of Crisol. Nevertheless, Captain Honorario Acevedo has made some research I cannot ignore. He indicates that Don Pedro de Azevedo . . . my great-grandfather, was irreproachably Spanish. Two hundred years and I don’t find the Israelite, two hundred years and the ancestor eludes me.


Borges’s childhood had a duality of languages, English and Spanish (later enriched by Italian and French). He kept saying, even writing, that he first read Don Quixote in Shakespeare’s tongue, and when a few years later he finally got to the original, he thought it was a lousy translation. His first literary attempts were made in 1914 in Switzerland, where his family had been spending some time. It was there that he enrolled in the College Calvin and developed a friendship with Maurice Abramowicz and Simon Jichlinski, who probably introduced him to Kabbalah. In Switzerland he also studied Latin and German, a language that led him closer to Judaism because it enabled him to read Martin Buber, Gustav Meyrink, and later Kafka in the original. In 1919, on their way back from Europe to Buenos Aires, his family went to Spain.


It was in Madrid that Borges established his friendship with Rafael Cansinos-Assèns, an Andalusian who, according to the Argentine, founded ultraism, the aesthetic movement that tried to introduce into Spanish the innovations of the European avant-garde—Dadaism, cubism, surrealism, and expressionism. No doubt this was a major event in the writer’s life. Cansinos-Assèns wrote several books dedicated to Judaism. His cosmopolitanism sought out the universal resonance in every simple thing. While Spain stubbornly upheld its close ties to Catholicism at the time, he expressed himself openly against orthodoxy and dreamed of being ultra-national. In fact, he believed the Hebraic legacy of Spanish culture to lie precisely in the juxtaposition of races intending to abolish all differences. Even more, he thought that implicit in Judaism was an eternally antiestablishment posture. He wanted to do away with tradition, with canonical forms of art. Borges inherited from Cansinos-Assèns not only his rebellious attitude but also a desire to see the Jews in the abstract.


* Leonardo Senkman, La identidad judía en la literatura argentina (Buenos Aires: Pardés, 1983).


On his return to Argentina in 1921, Borges read the long poem The Gaucho Martín Fierro (1872–1879) by José Hernández, a book that deeply influenced him. Perhaps only three important Jewish names were known in the Argentine literary arena of the time: Gerchunoff, Tiempo, and Verbitsky. The first two also wrote for Proa and Martín Fierro, the two periodicals where Borges published his first pieces. During the Second World War, Borges maintained very good relations with the Argentine Jewish community. He was an antifascist and openly expressed his indignation over Nazi ideology. Zuviría, mentioned above, took advantage of Hitler’s rise to power with his infamous novels, published under the pseudonym Hugo Wast, in which he practically called upon the country to exterminate the Jews.


Three years later, important Argentine Jews and non-Jews formed the Anti-Defamation Committee against Racism and Anti-Semitism. Borges was one of its strongest supporters. In his fiction, his attitude toward Nazism appears in “The Secret Miracle”; toward anti-Semitism in “Deutsches Requiem.” The first is a tribute to Kafka; the second a dissertation on the evils of Nazism. Similarly, in the forties he openly expressed antimilitary views with regard to the Peronist regime. It is said that as a result, while Borges’s corpse was waiting to be buried at the Plan Palais cemetery in Geneva in 1986, neo-Peronist groups were actively defaming the author’s reputation in his own country.


From 1948 on, Borges showed great sympathy for the state of Israel. He traveled there twice, first in 1969 and again in 1971, to receive the Jerusalem Prize. He was an outspoken supporter during the Six-Day War and afterward lectured on the theme of Jewish longing for the Promised Land based on readings of the Bible and Talmud. But his attitude is less sentimental than philosophical and moral: he believed that Israel might be the answer to ancient national goals and desires but that it could also transform the Jew into a simply material being. According to Borges, the Jew has been a polyglot through the ages, a self-made rationalist, a persistent fighter for his right to exist as an extraordinary citizen; he has won a place beyond history and therefore has become almost parahistorical. Israel as a nation may damage the esoteric qualities that have long flourished in the individual; this return to history, he once said, may steal the distinctiveness of the Jews and transform them into politicized creatures, with the same trivial habits as everybody else.


One can analyze Borges’s oeuvre and argue that, influenced by Cansinos-Assèns, he loved only the ideal image of the Jew: the cosmopolitan, the philosopher, the Kabbalist, the polyglot, but never the simple person. Whenever Borges portrayed Jewish characters in his fiction, they were always heroes of the supernatural, champions on a theological and philosophical scale. He never wrote about ordinary people concerned with mundane problems. Something similar happened to his intellectual interests: in reading Spinoza, Borges never let the argument of the Amsterdam Jewish community get in his way; he wanted to see Spinoza purely as a philosophical hero.


There is another example of how Borges preferred the spiritual to the material. Influenced by Gershom Scholem, the foremost contemporary scholar of Jewish mysticism, Borges in his sixties became interested in the Hasidic movement of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Yet he never quite understood the theological and social reform it achieved; he saw the Baal Shem Tov only as the master in love with his magic and esotericism, never as a rebel who, like Luther, broke with the medieval conception of the rabbi as an untouchable intellectual genius. Here and there Borges mentions Hasidism but never in relation to the way the movement brought ordinary people to the center of the historical arena, replacing the Maimonidean image of the wise man, half prophet and half philosopher. Borges does not mention these features because he was never interested in the actual circumstances of ordinary people. On the contrary, he preferred to look for the metaphysical element, the unseen.


The same thing happens to his view of Israel. After 1971, he never commented publicly on Israeli politics, as he did on other international subjects; neither did he show any interest in literary or intellectual trends emerging from the young state. Yes, he tried to learn Hebrew, but as with Kafka and Walter Benjamin, the attempt proved unsuccessful; the only words that remained in his mind were Kabbalistic concepts from the Sefer Yetzirah or the Zohar. Nevertheless, one should be careful not to read into this a change of feeling: while Borges idealized the abstract Jew, he never felt uncomfortable among Jews, as his friendships with Abramowicz, Jichlinski, and later Gershom Scholem proved.


In relation to the Kabbalah, there are many instances where symbols or references appear in Borges’s work. Several times he pointed to Meyrink’s novel The Golem (1915) as a book that attracted him to the world of Jewish esotericism. On his second trip to Israel, he learned from Scholem about such archetypes as the Ein-Sof and the Shekhinah. He even refers to the author of Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism in one of his poems, “The Golem.” On a more down-to-earth level, Borges contradicts Gerchunoff’s mystique of the gaucho as an authentic part of the Jewish experience in Argentina in his short story “The Unworthy Friend,” included in Dr. Brodie’s Report of 1970, as well as in “The Forms of Glory,” written by Borges and his friend and colleague Adolfo Bioy Casares (published in 1977).


Argentine writers have long worshiped the original gaucho as a national idol, a courageous peasant of the Pampas, everywhere carrying his guitar, his poncho, and his vengeful spirit. Lugones and Ricardo Güiraldes celebrated the gaucho as the quintessential national folk myth, and Borges came close to doing so in “Biography of Tadeo Isidoro Cruz (1829–1874).” Although Borges found in The Gaucho Martín Fierro the clearest expression of Argentine identity and a fountain of personal creativity, he viewed the phenomenon of “Jewish gauchos” as a complete anachronism. The term gaucho judío achieved prominence with Gerchunoff, yet Borges openly denies that such characters ever existed in real life. Jews were businessmen, merchants, and storekeepers, not cowboys, he argues, and the age of the horseman in the Pampas preceded the Jewish immigration. According to Borges, Gerchunoff portrayed chacareros, peddlers descended from the gaucho; thus he confused poor immigrant workers with national heroes like Martín Fierro.



MOACYR SCLIAR



Up until now, I have discussed along somewhat general lines the art of two Argentines, one Jew and the other gentile, both cornerstones in the literary tradition represented in this anthology. There is a third writer, much younger than Gerchunoff and Borges, who is equally important in disseminating and shaping things Jewish in Latin American letters: the Brazilian novelist and fabulist Moacyr Scliar. His fiction owes a lot to his compatriots Jorge Amado, João Guimaraes Rosa, Mario de Andrade, Samuel Rawet, and the Ukrainian-born Clarice Lispector, but it is also a direct descendant of Sholem Aleichem, Isaac Bashevis Singer, Rabbi Nahman of Bratslav, and the traditional Yiddish folktale. His characters and settings are Brazilian, but his concerns are the continuity of Judaism, God’s relationship with his creatures, and the universe as a sacred space.


Born in 1937 in Porto Alegre, Rio Grande do Sul, the son of a businessman who emigrated from eastern Europe, Scliar was the author of at least ten novels and seven collections of stories, including The Carnival of the Animals (1976). His work earned him major international literary prizes, such as the Casa de las Americas. Although retired since 1987, he worked as a public health physician and, like William Carlos Williams and Anton Chekhov, divided his time between literature and medicine (he died in 2011). His joyful, humorous characters, at times endowed with supernatural powers, are wanderers, soul-searching Marranos, political activists, or half-Jewish, half-animal centaurs. Love, mental disorder, redemption, and the coming of the Messiah are frequent themes. What is Jewish about his writing? His intellectual comedy, his passion for storytelling, his affinity with Yiddish.


In The Strange Life of Rafael Mendes, for instance, a converso, discovering that both the prophet Jonah and the philosopher Maimonides are among his ancestors, immediately takes it as his duty to continue the tradition of wisdom, excellence, and ethics. In The One Man Army, an anarchist tries to build a large communist colony, New Birobidjan (after the so-called Jewish state created by Joseph Stalin near Siberia in 1932) near Porto Alegre, but his adventure turns into disaster because of Brazil’s deep devotion to capitalism. Meyer Guinzberg, the central character, reacts to his defeat by transforming his redemptive fantasy into a frantic love for pigs and horses. Scliar’s other creatures indulge in pagan rituals or belong to antinomian sects like that of the pseudo-Messiah Sabbatai Zevi. They are discontented with civilization, unhappy yet looking for answers in philosophies and ideologies that are either outmoded or alien to life in South America.


Published in 1978, The Gods of Raquel is one of Scliar’s best novels and also the most outstanding work in the literary tradition represented in this anthology. An artfully constructed yet stylistically uncomplicated narrative, it tells the story of Raquel, a Jewish girl with existential and religious doubts. Her parents are Hungarian immigrants who arrived in Brazil thinking it would be the Promised Land. The setting is Parthenon, a district of lunatic asylums in Rio Grande. Raquel’s father, an unsuccessful Latinist, opens a hardware store called Vulcão, named after the Roman god of metalwork. In the context of his business and him sending his daughter to a convent school, Raquel’s odyssey in search of her own identity takes place.


She is introduced to Christianity by friends and teachers, and so strong is this religious influence on her, so omnipresent the church’s rituals and paraphernalia in her daily activities and conscience, that after a few years Raquel is ready to convert. But her leap from one faith to another is not easy: as a Jew, she suffers religious persecution and is often victimized by the nuns in the convent. Besides, eternity frightens Raquel. She believes a choice must be made between Christ and Jehovah, and, unable to make up her mind, she denies herself participation in either religion. In her journey, she befriends Isabel, a gentile, who soon becomes a partner in her quests but later turns into a rival when both girls fall in love with the same boy, Francisco. Christianity and Judaism thus become competitors, enemies. Isabel eventually marries Francisco, and Raquel engages in an extramarital affair with him. To stress his powerful allegorical message, Scliar inspirits every object in the book, turning it into a pagan deity.
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