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Hyde, Heidi Smith. Emanuel and the Hanukkah Rescue. Illus. by Jamel Akib. Minneapolis: Kar-Ben, 
2012. 32 pp. $17.95. (9780761366256). K–3.

Emanuel, inspired by the whalers who frequent his father’s shop in New Bedford Massachusetts, dreams 
of a life at sea. According to his father, “the life of a whaler is lonely and dangerous” and he encourages 
Emanuel to become a merchant when he grows up. Emanuel views his father, an immigrant from Portugal 
who practices Judaism in secret, as being timid and fearful. Although they live in America, they light the 

Shabbat candles with the curtains closed, and every year his father refuses to put a 
whale oil menorah in the window in celebration of Hanukkah. This year is no exception. 
When his father refuses again, Emanuel runs away and leaves his father a note saying 
that he needs to experience freedom for himself; he hopes that someday his father 
will be free, too. Emanuel hides on a ship heading out to sea the next day, but soon 
discovers life as a stowaway to be quite different than he imagined. A storm is raging 
and the ship attempts to return to New Bedford, but it loses its bearings. Fortunately, 
Emanuel’s father and the rest of the Jewish community decide to place their menorahs 

in their windows, thus enabling the captain to steer his ship to shore. Emanuel’s note 
causes his father to have a change of heart, and to show he is no longer fearful of persecution because of his 
religion. He puts his menorah in the window and encourages his fellow Jews to do the same.

An original setting and bold illustrations make this a unique Hanukkah story that will appeal to young 
children. In muted dark colors, the dramatic illustrations complement the story. Teachers and librarians 
will find it to be a terrific read-aloud. Although the ending is predictable, there is enough dramatic tension 
for most of the intended audience to overlook this flaw. Author Heidi Smyth Hyde (Mendel’s Accordion 
and Feivel’s Flying Horses) proves to have a knack for creating memorable historical fiction; however, a 
more elaborate author’s note with additional historical facts about the Jews who settled in New Bedford 
and their role in the whaling industry would have been helpful for readers thirsty for more information. 
Recommended for all libraries that serve young Jewish readers. 

Aimee Lurie, The Agnon School, Beachwood, OH, and Chair of the Sydney Taylor Book Award Committee
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Salkin, Jeffrey K., ed. Text Messages: A Torah Commentary for Teens. Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights, 
2012. 304 pp. $24.99. (9781580235075). Ages 12 and up.

What do you and your rabbis give your b’nei mitzvah students when they’re 
preparing to write their drashot? How do you teach them to engage with the holy texts? 
Do you hand them the Plaut Commentary or Eitz Chaim, and expect them to “wing it” 
from there? Rabbi Salkin, the author of Putting God on the Guest List, has given us all 
a new alternative. Text Messages is a collection of short essays (less than three pages 
each) on all of the parashot. Most of them are written by Reform and Conservative 
rabbis and cantors. Some are famous, including Laura Geller on Matot, Marc Gellman 
on VaEtchanan, and Benjie Ellen Schiller on Beshalach. Others are less well-known: 
Cherie Koller-Fox on Miketz, Morris Allen on Shemini, and Michael Paley on Korach. 
The rest are from notables: Joel Grishaver on Vayelech, Arnold Eisen on Ekev, Ron 
Wolfson on Va’era—writers with both extensive knowledge and deep passion about 
Judaism. There are two analyses for every parasha, making it possible for students to 

choose their paths. Finally, they are enormously varied. Some are very accessible for the intended age 
group, while others attempt to tackle extremely difficult philosophical concepts. The statements are all 
written with an intelligent teenager in mind, but they are rarely condescending. Obviously, there needs to 
be a range of text available for students of all ages and abilities. This unassuming volume fits the bill. In 
addition to the twelve-year-old set, Text Messages can be used by adults preparing for their b’nei mitzvah, 
and for board members seeking comments at meetings. This book is therefore close to a “must” purchase 
for synagogues and schools. It could even be useful for rabbis looking for new ways to connect Torah to the 
lives of their congregants. 

Fred Isaac, Temple Sinai, Oakland, CA

Simpson, Leslie. A Song for My Sister. Illus. by Tatjana Mai-Wyss. NY: Simon and Schuster, 2012. $16.99 
(9781416979203). Ages 4–8.

Young readers are introduced to the simchat bat baby naming ritual through 
the eyes of Mira, the older sister of a newborn baby. Mira wishes for a baby sister 
but gets more than she bargained for when the teeny baby cries non-stop! Mira 
covers her ears, hides, and even tries to distract the baby with her best cartwheel. 
The baby’s naming ceremony is approaching and the family has not chosen her 
name yet. Shira offers “Siren” and “Thunder”. When the naming ceremony is 
about to begin, it is Mira who is finally able to quiet the baby by singing to 
her, which gives her parents the idea for a perfect name for the baby—Shira. In 
Hebrew, Shira means “song” or “melody” and also rhymes with Mira!

The universal theme of sibling dynamics is expressed through humor and charm, while avoiding cliché. 
Simpson has created a relatable story that is endearing and also introduces the ceremony of simchat bat. The 
details of the ceremony are brief but touch on key components: candle lighting, sipping wine, and smelling 
cinnamon; perfect for a young audience. Best of all, it is Mira who manages to calm the baby with her 
own skills! Charming illustrations add dimension to the story. The details in the illustrations offer subtext 
youngsters will love, such as Mira imagining her baby sister functioning as the siren on top of a police car, 
or the family dog hiding under the table or behind Mira when the baby cries. A universal theme coupled 
with Jewish tradition, topped off with a child-centric happy ending, makes A Song for My Sister a must-
have for families, Jewish preschools, day schools, and libraries. 

Barbara Bietz, Past Chair, Sydney Taylor Book Award Committee, Oak Park, CA

[Editor’s note: For more about Lesley Simpson and her latest book, hear Anne Dublin’s interview with Lesley 
for the Book of Life podcast, hosted by AJL president, Heidi Estrin: http://www.jewishbooks.blogspot.
ca/2012/10/a-song-for-my-sister.html.]

In The Spotlight, continued

http://www.jewishbooks.blogspot.ca/2012/10/a-song-for-my-sister.html
http://www.jewishbooks.blogspot.ca/2012/10/a-song-for-my-sister.html
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edITor’S MeSSage                                                                         Austin, TX – November 2012

Dear Readers,

It is time again to wish you all Happy Hanukkah! Unfortunately, this time the issue is late and is published 
after Thanksgiving. I do hope that you had a nice holiday and wish you a relaxing Winter break. I apologize for 
the late posting due to a very busy schedule.

I would like to thank all our reviewers and co-editors for their excellent work. This issue presents 25 children 
& teen literature reviews, and 89 adult literature reviews. 

Please make sure to read the AJL News and learn about the next AJL conference in Houston, TX!

With best wishes,
Uri Kolodney, Editor-in-chief

LeTTer To The edITor
[Editor’s note: This letter refers to:  Gotliffe, Harvey. The Oy Way: Following the Path of Most Resistance. Santa Cruz: 
Cogitator Publications, 2012.  (9781882302369) reviewed by Nina Wolfe in the September/October 2012 issue]
[September 27, 2012]

Dear Editor:
The reviewer of my book The Oy Way accurately began 

by correctly noting my name, the publisher, the price and 
the ISBN number. She seemingly turned the pages and 
created a listing of the content. Then she went astray.

Her forty-nine word second paragraph notes that 
the book “is an attempt to be cute and entertaining.” It 
is listed in Bowker under “Humor,” which could be her 
description of “cute.” As far as it being entertaining, 
Holocaust survivors at the conclusion of a speaking 
engagement, were joyously doing the exercises.

On its website www.theoyway.com under “what’s being 
said, Aaron Lansky, President of the Yiddish Book Center, 
wrote, “I thoroughly enjoyed your funny and meditative 
book.” Others also offer favorable comments here.

The reviewer notes that the expressions are too old, 
perhaps forgetting that Yiddish is a thousand-year-old 
language and preservationists want to retain what they 
can from the past.

She writes “the presentation is not good enough 
to stimulate interest on the part of someone new to the 
subject of Yiddish idioms.” A staff member at the Forverts 
disagrees, “I have used The Oy Way this semester in two of 
my Yiddish beginners classes, as a segue or a warm-up to 
the lesson. The students love laughter and the expressions 
lend themselves to a smile.”
Finally, the reviewer says that The Oy Way is “not a worthy 
acquisition for any library.” The thirty-eight libraries that have 
the book would disagree. They include, among others, all 
three Hebrew Union College libraries, the library at Yeshiva 
University, at Brandeis University, the Jewish Studies Library 
at UC-Berkeley, the Yiddish Book Center, San Francisco’s 
Jewish Library, and the Yivo Archive Library.
I am pleased that the reviewer spelled my name correctly.

Dr. Harvey Gotliffe
Santa Cruz, CA

[October 15, 2012]
Re: Response to Dr. Harvey Gotliffe’s Letter to Editor (Sep-
tember 27, 2012)

[Dear Editor,]

The Oy Way was reviewed primarily with the intention of 
providing the professional members of AJL with information 
that can “…facilitate and encourage…a Judaica Library Col-
lection” (Association of Jewish Libraries Mission and Goals). 
The readership of my review is a closed list of professional 
librarians that use the reviews for purposes of optimizing their 
new book acquisition process and budgets.                                

Writing a book review for a specialized institution is dif-
ferent than a review for individual use.  If the reviewer does 
not keep the distinctions in mind, then the review is a lot less 
functional. I am sorry to say to the author that the subject of 
Yiddish language idioms is covered much better and more 
thoroughly in several other books. In addition, to the best of 
my knowledge, the book’s content does not really stand on its 
own when it comes to the subject of Jewish meditation, exer-
cise or Jewish humor. 

The book does have some unique attributes. If someone 
has very limited knowledge of Yiddish, than this book is a 
cute way to introduce words like “bisl meshuge,””a gantse 
megile,” “gey avek,” etc. 

Nira G. Wolfe 
[Highland Park, IL]

http://www.theoyway.com
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FICTIoN

Liss-Levinson, Nechama. When the Hurricane Came. North Charlestown, SC: CreateSpace, 2012. 127 pp. 
$7.99. (9781470082536) Pbk. Reviewed from an advance reading copy. Gr. 4–6.

In August of 2005, Hurricane Katrina is about to hit New Orleans. Gertie is rushed out of her home by her 
mother, with little time to pack a few of her belongings. Along with her mother and younger brother, Gertie 
travels to stay with her aunt in Memphis, Tennessee. There, she sees on the television that New Orleans is 
completely flooded. She worries about the safety of her family members who remain in New Orleans including 
her father, a physician, who stayed to help those needing medical care, and her great-grandmother who is in 
a nursing home. Furthermore, she feels powerless as she realizes that her home and synagogue are destroyed. 
Her family attempts to continue traditions such as celebrating Shabbat and Rosh Hashanah, and Gertie’s father 
visits them as often as possible. Still, Gertie is unhappy being away from home and feels lonely as her friends 
are relocated across the United States. She also feels guilty when she realizes that some less fortunate people in 
New Orleans do not have a place to reside like her family does in Memphis. Gertie has to begin fourth grade 
at a Hebrew Academy in Memphis similar to the school she attended in New Orleans. At first, she has trouble 
making new friends. She resents how easily her brother adjusts to the new school as if he’s always lived in 
Memphis. Eventually, Gertie finds friends. She genuinely heals when she performs mitzvot and organizes book 
collections for the New Orleans Public Library to replace the books destroyed by the flood. When the situation 
in New Orleans becomes more stable, Gertie and her family move back to New Orleans to live in a trailer, while 
their house is being rebuilt. 

Gertie narrates with an authentic voice of a nine-year-old girl who has been displaced by a natural disaster. 
Readers will empathize with her plight. Each chapter of this book begins with a black and white photograph of 
something significant to Gertie. Some of the photographs are humorous, including the outcome of her attempt 
at making noodle kugel (noodle pudding); others are difficult to decipher until reading the explanations in the 
chapters. For example, a Bingo board signifies Gertie visiting her great-grandmother at the nursing home. The 
book includes discussion questions, a glossary, and websites with information about donating books to the New 
Orleans Public Library. This self-published edition was the 2009 Sydney Taylor Manuscript Award winner and 
is recommended for all libraries.
Heather Lenson, Librarian of the Ratner Media & Technology Center, Jewish Education Center of Cleveland and editor of 

the Jewish Valuesfinder, Cleveland, OH

Moss, Marissa. Mira’s Diary: Lost in Paris. Naperville, IL: Sourcebooks/Jabberwocky, 2012. 224 pp. $12.99. 
(9781402266065) Pbk. Reviewed from an advance reading copy. Gr. 4 and up.

Mira, her father, and her younger brother Malcolm are still reeling from Mom’s sudden disappearance 
when they receive an old-fashioned postcard from her from Paris. Dad whisks them off to Paris to find her. 
Intrigued by a Notre Dame gargoyle, Mira touches it and finds herself back in Paris in 1881. She meets Claude, 
a Jewish painter apprenticing to Degas and is introduced to American impressionist Mary Cassatt, with whom 
she boards. She also runs into Mom, from whom she has apparently inherited the gift of time travel. Both have 
a mission: to help avert the conviction of French military officer, Alfred Dreyfus. Mira is affronted by the rabid 
anti-Semitism of the times. Pulled by the magnetism of various touchstones, she travels between the past and 
present. She urges influential writer Emile Zola to help Dreyfus, while averting threats from the evil Madame 
Lefoutre. However, she is unable to speak directly with Mom, since that goes against the rules of time travel.

This epistolary novel offers a glimpse into this influential event in history that catalyzed newspaper reporter 
Theodore Herzl to begin speaking about Zionism and a Jewish state. Moss includes Mira’s sketches on the pages 
of the diary so that the reader can visualize what Mira sees. Mira is a likable character and the reader cannot help 
but empathize with her frustration at not being able to speak with her mother, and the attraction and then growing 
distance between Mira and Claude. Secondary characters, including Mira’s father and brother, Degas, Zola, and 
Cassatt are well drawn. However, Mira’s voice vacillates between a teen voice and the author’s, and borders on 
didactic at times. An overabundance of rhetorical questions weighs down and weakens the narrative. The logic of the 

EditEd by AnnE dublin & RAchEl KAmin
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mission has some missteps. Ultimately, Mira’s Diary has 
an unsatisfying ending, due in likelihood to serialization. 
A fast-paced historical mystery, recommended for those 
interested in history and for girls.

Barbara Krasner, Member, Sydney Taylor Book Award 
Committee, Somerset, NJ

Rubens, Michael. Sons of the 613. Boston and New 
York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2012. 303 pp. 
$16.99. (9780547612164) Pbk. Reviewed from an 
advance reading copy. Gr. 6 and up.

Isaac is preparing for his Bar Mitzvah, but is 
terrified to humiliate himself during the service as his 
schoolmate Eric did. Just then, his parents take off for 
Italy to attend a convention. His ne’er-do-well brother, 
Josh, is given full charge of him and his Bar Mitzvah 
lessons. For the next two weeks, Josh throws him 
into a boot camp training haze, jeopardizing Isaac’s 
friendships and all he has known about himself and Josh 
so far. In this coming-of-age novel, Rubens, a former 
producer of the “Daily Show with Jon Stewart”, pits 
brother against brother in a series of misadventures. 

The novel starts with a dramatic moment: Eric 
Weinberg vomits during his Bar Mitzvah. It goes 
downhill for both Isaac and for the reader from there. 
Chapters are short and headlined with epithets like 
“Chapter Ten: In Which the Mystery of Josh Deepens”, 
accompanied by a sub-header, “Merit Badge: Attack 
by Punk Rocker”. These headlines and the book’s plot 
line suffer from attention deficit disorder; there is little 
focus. Events appear haphazard and confusing. The 
language lapses into unnecessary vulgarity. Yet, at 
the end, Rubens provides unexpected poignancy that 
almost makes suffering through this book worthwhile. 
Recommended for boys, age 12–16.

Barbara Krasner, Member, Sydney Taylor Book Award 
Committee, Somerset, NJ

FoLKTaLeS

Oberman, Sheldon. The Wind That Wanted to Rest. 
Illus. by Neil Waldman. Honesdale, PA: Boyds 
Mills Press, 2012. $17.95. (9781590788585). Ages 4–8.

This large picture book uses frosty blue watercolor 
paintings, etched with white and darker blues, to tell 
the story of an old and weary wind who is looking 
for a place to rest. He is rejected at each of his choices, 
and becomes frightened and angry. At last, a little girl 
kindly invites him into the space beneath her family’s 
farmhouse. There he rests until spring. When he 
departs, he leaves behind the gift of cold air, which will 
provide a cellar of fresh cold snow to keep her family 

www.karben.com   1-800-4-KARBEN

A growing Jewish library for children!

http://www.karben.com
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cool through the hot summers. The text is spare, the typeface large and clear, and surrounded by wide margins. 
This is a well-designed, handsome book that provides an opportunity for speaking about, and teaching compassion. 

A similar version is the Israeli story “The Evergreen Trees”, about little Nachmaeli, the bird with a broken wing, 
who searched in vain for a resting place for the winter. (First 100 Stories, volume 3, Kinneret, 1984.). However, while 
Sheldon Oberman wrote several Jewish children’s books (The Always Prayer Shawl, The Wisdom Bird, and Solomon and 
the Ant and Other Jewish Folktales), there is nothing specifically Jewish about The Wind that Wanted to Rest. No Jewish 
history, holidays, people, or traditions are mentioned. In her afterword, storyteller Peninnah Schram acknowledges 
that this is not a documented Jewish folktale, and gives us other sources for tales about the wind from many cultures. 
Recommended as an elective purchase for children’s collections in public and Jewish libraries and schools.

Naomi Morse, Silver Spring, MD

[Editor’s note: Sheldon Oberman wrote two Sydney Taylor Honor Award books: The Wisdom Bird and The Always Prayer 
Shawl, which also won a National Jewish Book Award. He taught at Joseph Wolinsky Collegiate, Winnipeg, Canada, 
where the Sheldon Oberman Writing Award has been established in his honor. Sadly, Oberman died in 2004.]

god & PraYer

Bardack, Amy and Beth Naditch. Halleli Nafshi: A Weekday Siddur for Children. Newton, MA: Solomon 
Schechter Day School of Greater Boston, 2011. 136 pp. $25.00. (9780983662327). Ages 8–12.

This is an elegant, versatile, and user friendly siddur that can serve in a day school setting as well as in 
supplemental schools and for junior congregations. Created by the Solomon Schechter Day School of Greater 
Boston, it is appropriate for all non-Orthodox settings and may be used in modern Orthodox settings as well. 
Some especially attractive features of this siddur include: a child-friendly size and shape, a colorful, easy-to-
clean cover, beautiful and relevant student-made illustrations, English translations and interpretations that 
children can understand and relate to, meditations or kavannot for many of the prayers that will help children 
personalize the prayer experience, helpful, unobtrusive headings for the blessings of the amidah, and elegant and 
easily legible fonts in both English and Hebrew. Most of the prayer texts are complete but some of the psalms 
are excerpted. However, any skilled tefillah leader could supplement the texts in this siddur with the full texts 
as desired in any particular setting. Despite the price tag, this new siddur is highly recommended for all day 
schools, Hebrew schools, and junior congregations.

Marion M. Stein, retired librarian from The Abraham Heschel High School, Brooklyn, NY and past president of AJL-NYMA

Sasso, Sandy Eisenberg. The Shema in the Mezuzah: Listening to Each Other. Illus. by Joani Keller 
Rothenberg. Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights, 2012. 32 pp. $18.99. (9781580235068). Ages 3–6.

Rabbi Sandy Eisenberg Sasso, an ordained Reconstructionist rabbi, has written more than a dozen popular 
children’s books including God’s Paintbrush (Jewish Lights, 1992), Cain and Abel: Finding the Fruits of Peace (Jewish 
Lights, 2001), and Noah’s Wife : The Story of Naamah (Jewish Lights, 2002). The Shema in the Mezuzah is an oversize, 
colorfully and beautifully illustrated book that is based on the Talmudic argument between Rashi and Rabenu 
Tam about the proper way to affix a mezuzah to the doorpost. Sasso briefly relates the Talmudic argument, and 
the remainder of the book tells the story of Annie and her grandmother who want to affix a mezuzah to the 
doorpost of Grandma’s new apartment.

Grandma tells Annie a story about what appears to be a shtetl, where the townspeople argued and shouted at 
one another because there were no guidelines as to how a mezuzah should be attached to a doorpost. One group 
believed the mezuzah should be vertical while the other group argued that the mezuzah should lie horizontally. 
Finally the Rabbi asks the groups to compromise, because the first word printed on the parchment is “hear” 
which means, according to Sasso, that people should listen to each other. While compromise is an important 
Jewish value, the author’s interpretation of the prayer is incorrect. Another inaccuracy is that Sasso states “inside 
is a special paper”. A mezuzah is not kosher unless there is a parchment inside. This offering may find an 
audience where the author’s other works are popular. 

Ilka Gordon, Siegal College of Judaic Studies, Cleveland, OH
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Zoldan, Yael. When I Daven. Illus. by Shira Allen. Jerusalem: Feldheim, 2012. 40 pp. $13.99. (9781598268317). Ages 3–6.
This sweet and age-appropriate picture book serves as an introduction to prayer for young children. The 

text tells what is in the mind of the narrator as he/she prays: “I ask Hashem for many things; I ask him to 
help me learn Torah and do mitzvos; when I daven I thank Hashem for all that he has given me.” Hebrew 
and Yiddish terminology are in use, such as the words daven (pray),  siddur (prayerbook), and Hashem. Happy 
children are featured in the bright pictures that are done in primary colors and the illustrations complement 
the text. Pictures illustrate children and adults living an Orthodox lifestyle: boys with kippot and tzizit, and 
girls in long skirts; a grown man wears tefillin for prayer; women appear with head scarves; boys and girls are 
separated in the classroom. This is a lovely book that can open a young child’s eyes to the concept of prayer 
while fostering a connection to Judaism. It can be effective in any program teaching about Shabbat or Jewish 
holidays. Recommended as a read-aloud for preschool children.

Shelly Feit, Moriah School Library, Englewood, NJ

haNUKKah

Balsley, Tilda and Fischer, Ellen. Illus. by Tom Leigh. The Count’s Hanukkah Countdown. Minneapolis: 
Kar-Ben, 2012. 24 pp. $6.95. (9780761375562) Pbk. Preschool–K.

In this picture book, Sesame Street residents Count von Count and Grover celebrate Hanukkah with their 
Israeli friends, Avigail and Brosh. The history of the holiday, traditional foods, playing dreidel, and exchanging 
gifts are all covered. The Count engages in his signature counting only a few times (to eight, of course), but the 
characters make liberal use of numbers in their conversation, whether to note how many items are on Grover’s 
shopping list or to determine how many people will be at the party. Fans of Sesame Street and Shalom Sesame 
will enjoy reading about Hanukkah with familiar characters; for other readers, this book doesn’t add much to 
the already plentiful list of Hanukkah picture books.

Marci Lavine Bloch, D&R International, Silver Spring, MD

Bullard, Lisa. Caleb’s Hanukkah. Illus. by Constanza Basaluzzo. Minneapolis: Millbrook Press, 2013. 24 pp. 
$23.93. (9780761350774). Ages 3–6.

A young boy provides a brief retelling of the Hanukkah story, and explains the letters on the dreidel, the 
lighting of the menorah, and how his family celebrates the holiday with gelt and latkes. Text boxes on each page 
spread include additional information like the meaning of the word Hanukkah and the difference between dreidels 
in Israel and in the Diaspora. Brightly colored digital artwork joyfully depicts a contemporary family. Instructions 
for making a milk carton dreidel, a glossary, recommended books and websites, and an index are appended. Part 
of “Cloverleaf Book’s Fall and Winter Holidays” series (which includes titles about Christmas, the Day of the Dead, 
Thanksgiving, Halloween, and Kwanzaa), Caleb’s Hanukkah won’t enlighten or inspire Jewish readers, but it is 
certainly an adequate introduction for others. Recommended for public library and public school collections.

Rachel Kamin, North Suburban Synagogue Beth El, Highland Park, IL

Meyer, Emily Flaschner. Happy Hanukkah, Curious George. Illus. by Marry O’Keefe Young. Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2012. 14 pp. $7.99. (9780547757315). Ages 2–4.

Seven rhyming poems tell how Curious George and the Man with the Yellow Hat celebrate Hanukkah 
with their friends in this sturdy 9”x 8” tabbed board book. George enjoys jelly doughnuts, chocolate gelt, a 
special present (a banana!), lighting the menorah, spinning the dreidel (with both his hands and feet!), making 
latkes, and of course getting into a little monkey mischief. But what sets this book apart from other Hanukkah 
board books featuring well-loved characters (like Elmo’s Little Dreidel, Biscuit’s Hanukkah, and Happy Hanukkah, 
Corduroy) is the final poem, “Good Deeds for Friends in Need” which explains the importance of performing 
mitzvot. George helps clean up the kitchen and prepares a plate of latkes for a sick friend. “As they step out into 
the street, George sees a gentle glow. He smiles at other neighbors with menorahs in windows. George knows 
he’ll carry with him the joy and Hanukkah cheer by doing helpful mitzvahs all throughout the year.” The glittery 
cover and illustrations in the style of H.A. Rey will certainly attract fans of this loveable monkey. Recommended 
for all board book and Hanukkah collections. 

Rachel Kamin, North Suburban Synagogue Beth El, Highland Park, IL
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Rosenberg, Amye. Melly’s Menorah. Springfield, NJ: Behrman House, 2012. 24 pp. $9.95. (9780874418842). 
Ages 3–6.
 Behrman House has reissued this 1991 paperback picture book, originally published by Simon and Schuster, 
in a larger 8”x 10” format. The Gopher family has just moved into a new home and everyone is busy preparing for 
Hanukkah: hanging decorations, wrapping presents, cleaning the house, and frying latkes. Since they all ignore 
her offers to help, Melly decides to make a menorah out of the leftover cookie dough. When grandpa can’t find 
the family’s menorah, Melly glows with pride as her creation is used to celebrate the family’s first Hanukkah in 
their new home. The text and illustrations are the same as the original and the new edition also includes a sheet of 
Hanukkah stickers. Libraries needing to freshen up their Hanukkah collection might consider this cute story of yet 
another animal family celebrating Jewish holidays, but the book is probably best suited to give as a gift.

Rachel Kamin, North Suburban Synagogue Beth El, Highland Park, IL

Yolen, Jane. How Do Dinosaurs Say Happy Chanukah? Illus. by Mark Teague. New York: The Blue Sky 
Press/Scholastic, 2012. 32 pp. $16.99. (9780545416771). Preschool.

How do dinosaurs celebrate Hanukkah? Do they act up during the prayers, blow out the candles, peek at 
the presents, grab the gelt, and steal the dreidels? No, of course not! They sing every prayer, take turns with 
the dreidel, eat latkes, help clear the dishes, and give Bubbie and Zaida holiday wishes. The playful, over-
sized dinosaurs are identified, introducing readers to some lesser known species like Dracorex, Scelidosaurus, 
and Arizonasaurus. Careful readers will notice that a candle is added to the menorah on each page and will 
delight in the hilarious spot illustrations on the endpapers. The author-illustrator team of How Do Dinosaurs Say 
Good Night? (2000) add a Hanukkah title to their long-running series along with How Do Dinosaurs Say Merry 
Christmas, also new for 2012. Popular characters celebrating Jewish holidays, especially Hanukkah, is not new 
but they do give Jewish children a sense of pride, inclusion, and validation. So while certainly light on content 
and substance, this offering will definitely be welcomed and appreciated in Jewish homes and is recommended 
for all libraries. Pair with Dinosaur on Hanukkah by Diane Rauchwerger (Kar-Ben, 2005) for an instant dinosaur-
themed Hanukkah storytime for preschoolers.

Rachel Kamin, North Suburban Synagogue Beth El, Highland Park, IL

hoLIdaYS – oTher

Axe-Bronk, Susan. The Vanishing Gourds: A Sukkot Mystery. Illus. by Marta Monelli. Minneapolis: Kar-
Ben/Lerner, 2012. 32 pp. $17.95. (9780761375036). Reviewed from a galley. Gr. 1–3.

The major mystery of The Vanishing Gourds is what the holiday means and who celebrates it. Offered as a 
mainstream story, nothing in the text and only (oops!) yellow stars in the illustrations are specifically Jewish. 
Children schooled in the holiday will get the point; the uninitiated may wonder. Protagonist Sara has a brother, 
Avi. Her favorite holiday is Sukkot (unexplained). She likes to help build and decorate the sukkah (unexplained) 
with fresh gourds purchased at a nearby farm. While the family eats in the sukkah, gourds start dropping off: 
Why? While the children sleep in the sukkah, more gourds disappear. They discover a squirrel eating one. 
Angry, Sara chases the animal. Back asleep, she dreams about yelling at the squirrel family who explain they eat 
her gourds because they are hungry, they are sorry, and they will bring Sara new gourds next year. Sara smiles 
at the picture of shopping squirrels. Upon awakening, Sara recalls their plight; she leaves them nuts throughout 
the winter. The tale jumps to next year’s Sukkot. To Sara’s surprise, as they build the sukkah, she finds gourds 
growing from the seeds the munching squirrels left behind. (Don’t ask why she didn’t notice them in the spring 
and summer when vegetables grow). She thanks the squirrels for keeping their promise to bring new gourds, 
and thus help her celebrate Sukkot. The art is modern, active and appealing, helping to deliver a weak story that 
is more botany than holiday, with good intentions for young readers.

Ellen G. Cole, Temple Isaiah, Los Angeles, CA
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Rosenberg, Madelyn. Happy Birthday, Tree!: A Tu B’Shevat Story. Illus. by Jana Christy. Chicago: Albert 
Whitman, 2012. 24 pp. $15.99. (9780807531518). Gr. K–3.

Joni finds that finding the perfect birthday gift for a good friend is never easy, especially when the intended 
recipient is her favorite climbing tree. Eager to include the tree in celebrating Tu B’Shevat, she first sings “Happy 
Birthday” to it in Hebrew and English. The tree remains mute. Not to be deterred, Joni recruits Nate, her neighbor, 
to help her brainstorm gift ideas. Working together, they pour water on it, blow clouds away to give it sunshine, 
and form a giant cupcake made out of soil to feed it. They even hang a swan toy on its branches so it will always 
have a bird to keep it company. However, the climbing tree remains unresponsive to all of their earnest gestures. 
Inspiration strikes when Joni realizes that what her tree really needs is a rooted companion; so they go to the 
nursery and purchase a little tree which resembles the one back home. Once they plant the newcomer in a spot 
across the yard, then the birthday party can really start. Nate wants to include all the neighborhood trees in the 
celebration. It is then Joni realizes that the best present she can give her arboreal friends at home and throughout 
the world is the promise “to protect… water… and love” them all. A one-page note before the story gives a brief 
overview of Tu B’Shevat. The end pages include a dozen child-friendly ways to help the Earth. Christy includes 
trees in practically all of the book’s illustrations, making the reader feel an entire leafy forest lives between its 
covers. Recommended for all budding environmentalists.

Allison Marks, Temple Israel Library, Akron, OH

hoLoCaUST & WorLd War II

Upjohn, Rebecca. The Secret of the Village Fool. Illus. by Renne Benoit. Toronto: Second Story Press, 2012. 
32 pp. $18.95. (9781926920757). Gr. 5–8.

In their small Polish village, Milek and Munio Zeiger are skeptical about Anton Suchinski, the man who 
is deemed the “village fool” due to his illiteracy and kindness to animals. However, Anton saves them from a 
Nazi roundup of all Jewish boys, and they learn to rely on him. Anton next hides the Zeiger family along with 
two young girls in his root cellar. Based on a true story, the highlight of this book is the “What Happened After” 
section. It tells how, after World War II, the Zeigers immigrated to the United States and tried to locate Anton. 
They encountered trouble finding him because he was living in poverty. When the Zeigers finally reunited with 
Anton in Poland, he was honored in his village. Later, they traveled together to Israel where Anton was recognized 
as a Righteous Gentile at Yad Vashem. Moving photographs of these events are featured. Although this story is 
fascinating, the book is problematic. Its format as an illustrated story would appeal to kids in grades three to 
five. However, the content makes the story appropriate for children who are at least in grade five and have prior 
knowledge of the Holocaust. Recommended as an additional purchase for a Holocaust collection in all libraries.

Heather Lenson, Ratner Media & Technology Center, Jewish Education Center of Cleveland
and editor of the Jewish Valuesfinder

ISraeL

Bard, Mitchell. Israel Matters: Understand the Past-Look to the Future. Springfield, NJ: Behrman House, 
2012. 216 pp. $22.50. (9780874418583) Pbk. Grades 8–12.

Mitchell Bard is best known as director of the Jewish Virtual Library, an online encyclopedia of Jewish history 
and culture, and author of over a dozen books about World War II and about the Middle East, perhaps most 
famously Myths and Facts: A Guide to the Arab-Israeli Conflict. Dr. Bard’s books are written in a straightforward 
and factual manner, making them accessible even to novices wanting to learn about the Middle East conflict. 
Now he has written a text about Israel for teens. It surveys important events in Jewish history since the fall of 
Jerusalem to Rome in 70 CE, all leading up to its focus on the rise of modern Zionism, the establishment of the 
Jewish state, its trials and accomplishments, and efforts at achieving a secure acceptance in the region. It includes 
almost contemporary events such as the Second Lebanon War, the Flotilla incident, and the freeing of captured 
soldier Gilad Shalit in return for the release of 1,027 Palestinian prisoners. Sidebars complement the text on every 
page: “Straight from the Source” sidebars are quotes from appropriate historical documents; “Have You Heard 
of…” boxes give brief information on various historic figures, and “Faces of Israel” boxes offer a few paragraphs 
about individual Israeli teens from different regions and backgrounds. For teachers, the book includes “What 
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would you do?” topics for discussion. A useful glossary and timeline are joined by an appendix of 25 suggested 
projects and learning activities for deepening and expanding the study of Israel.

In contrast to the error-filled and often-biased books about the region issued by trade book publishers, Israel 
Matters is factually accurate and explains the Israeli position fairly. Bard is a defender of the Jewish state, but those 
who might expect an unabashed polemic for Israel should know that he passed up many opportunities to include 
facts that would cast Israel’s enemies in a negative light. For example, the sidebar about the life of Mahmoud 
Abbas tells that Abbas earned a Ph.D. in history, but does not relate that his now-popular thesis was one of 
Holocaust denial—perhaps the first piece of Holocaust-denial in the Arab world—and that it accused Zionists of 
collaborating with Nazi persecution of Jews. Bard explains that when Israel uprooted its communities in Gaza in 
2005, it turned over to the Arabs of Gaza the greenhouses built by Israeli farmers so that the Palestinians could use 
them. He does not tell readers that the Palestinians promptly destroyed these. One could give other examples.

The only drawback to the book is physical: compared to other texts, the pages are a bit drab, the paper thin, 
and all the color photos are bunched together in a sort of eight-page supplement near the end; many of these 
photos are small—only a few inches square—which minimizes their effect. Regardless, Israel Matters is probably 
the best text around for Jewish teens to use in a curriculum that has a course on the State of Israel. Non-Jewish 
schools, too, which offer coursework about Israel, would do well to include it in their syllabus.

Andrea Rapp, Isaac M. Wise Temple, Cincinnati, OH

JeWISh LIFe & VaLUeS

Fuchs, Menucha. Fishel the Fisherman. (The Mashal Nimshal series). Illus. by Esti Hess. Brooklyn, NY: 
Menucha, 2011. 24 pp. $16.99. (9781614650072). Ages 4–6.

Fishel the Fisherman is a didactic tale told through a conventional structure—beginning, middle, and ending. 
Young Yoni refuses to take his jacket to school, but he’s shivering with cold when his father finds him at the end 
of the day. Then Yoni’s father tells him this story within a story: Three fishermen go out to catch fish, but Fishel 
warns them about an impending storm. They laugh at 
the older man, call him a coward, and head out to sea. 
At first, they happily catch a large load of fish, but then 
the storm hits and catastrophe looms. They must unload 
their catch and row back to shore to save their lives. 
When they finally make it back, Fishel is waiting for 
them with hot soup. The moral of the story? It’s better 
to be safe than sorry. Yoni goes home where he warms 
himself under a blanket. He has presumably learned his 
lesson and will take his jacket to school next time.

The glossy, laminated pages are colorful, with 
touches of whimsy. The people portrayed in the 
illustrations wear modest clothing; the men wear kippot 
or caps. This attractive book is a suitable purchase for 
the Orthodox Jewish home or school library.

Anne Dublin, Toronto, Canada, and author of The Baby 
Experiment (Dundurn 2012)

Rouss, Sylvia A. Sammy Spider’s New Friend. Illus. 
by Katherine Janus Kahn. Minneapolis: Kar-Ben, 
2012. 32 pp. $16.95 (9780761366638) Hbk. $7.95 
(9780761366645) Pbk. $13.95 (9781467700610) eBook. 
Gr. K–3.

By now, young fans of the Sammy Spider series are 
well acquainted with the formula that makes these warm, 
sweetly spun tales so endearing. Whether discovering 
the true meaning of the Jewish holidays or, as in his latest 
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A Wedding, Me, and the Family Tree  
by Faye Alison Gilbert

Meet spunky six-year-old Dana, a curious little 
Jewish girl with a big personality who attends a 
family wedding.  Lighthearted and amusing.  
Read-aloud fun!  Ages 4+.  Paperback.  $9.99.  
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adventure, observing the Shapiro family bake a cake to welcome their new neighbors from Israel, Sammy, the overly 
ambitious arachnid, never quite grasps his limitations. “Can we bake a cake, too?” Sammy asks his mother. When 
the story is read aloud, children will gleefully anticipate his mother’s gentle rebuke, “Silly little Sammy. Spiders 
don’t bake cakes. Spiders spin webs.” And spin he does. When Sammy finds the new neighbor boy in tears, he 
presents him with the gift of a newly created web. Later, Sammy observes the families sharing a meal and becoming 
fast friends. Colorfully illustrated with Kahn’s familiar collages, the book presents young readers with a simply 
told lesson about the mitzvah of hospitality. The Hebrew words shalom (hello, good-bye, peace), haver (friend), and 
akavish (spider) are woven into the story. The book also includes a recipe for hummus. Recommended.

Allison Marks, Temple Israel Library, Akron, OH

Schonfeld, Rifka. My Friend Troublemaker: Learning to Focus and Thriving with ADHD. Illus. by Yoel 
Judowitz. Nanuet, NY: Feldheim, 2012. 30 pp. $15.99. (9781598260045) Gr. 3–5.

Rifka Schonfeld’s newest book tackles the important subject of ADHD. Set in a single-sex classroom, the 
protagonist, Nochum, is a charming elementary school student who is highly distractible and impulsive in school. 
He is diverted from his Mishnayos (Oral Law) lesson by the buzzing of a fly; and he calls out inappropriately in 
class. His long-suffering Rebbe, Rabbi Weiss, punishes this behavior by making Nochum sit on the side during 
recess. Luckily for Nochum, he has a friend named Pinny who is sympathetic to his strengths and weaknesses. 
Schonfeld makes Pinny an unrealistic character who speaks in a didactic, adult voice to explain Nochum’s 
struggles. Only during their chavrusa (partnered learning,) is there a hint that Nochum is a very intelligent boy 
who is an aural learner struggling in a print-intensive classroom. After Nochum causes an incident during a school 
trip to an amusement park, Rabbi Weiss and his English teacher, Mrs. Goldstein, counsel Nochum’s parents to 
have him evaluated for ADHD. “Chazal (our sages) say that just like every person has a different face, so, too, 
we all have different minds, each with unique strengths and challenges.” The learning specialist consulted gives 
Nochum specific strategies to help him stay on task. And here is the real strength of this thin volume. Nochum, 
his parents, and his teachers are provided with practical tactics to help him become a successful and confident 
young man. The story ends with vital information and a message of hope. Schonfeld then appends an excellent 
two-page explanation of ADHD intended for parents and teachers. She demystifies this confounding condition 
that touches so many children, families, and schools. The illustrations by Yoel Judowitz are somewhat flat but 
still appealing. Recommended for Orthodox school and home libraries.

Rena Citrin, Bernard Zell Anshe Emet Day School, Chicago, IL

Sinykin, Sheri. Zayde Comes to Live. Illus. by Kristina Swarner. Atlanta: Peachtree, 2012. 30 pp. $16.95. 
(9781561456314). Reviewed from an advance reading copy. Ages 5–9. 

This lovely story exemplifies the concept of “bibliotherapy,” as it attempts to help young Rachel deal with 
her grandfather’s impending death. Rachel’s Zayde has come to live with her family, for he has grown infirm 
and weak. She realizes that he is dying and wonders where he will go when he dies. She asks everyone she 
knows—her friends, her rabbi, her Zayde—but no one has the perfect answer. Her friends introduce her to 
Christian and Moslem concepts of death, which Rachel knows are not right for her and her Jewish family. Megan 
assures her that Zayde will go to Heaven but first he must believe in Jesus. Another friend, Hakim, says that 
Zayde will go to paradise, but first he must believe in Allah. Eventually, Rachel finds a way to make peace with 
the reality of her Zayde’s death, as well as comfort and acceptance with the concept of Olam HaBa, the world to 
come. The lush illustrations have a dreamlike quality that perfectly embellish this story. While the publisher’s 
blurb describes the book as touching, it is rather searing and painful and may be too intense for a child to read 
independently. Recommended as a read-aloud and helping book, with adult guidance.

Shelly Feit, Moriah School Library, Englewood, NJ

Suneby, Liz and Diane Heiman. It’s a… It’s a … It’s a Mitzvah. Illus. by Laurel Molk. Woodstock, VT: 
Jewish Lights, 2012. 32 pp. $18.99. (9781580235099). K–2.

Explaining mitzvot (good deeds) through light-hearted fun works well in this joyous picture book. Animals—
meerkats—wonder what a mitzvah is. They answer their own question very broadly, including not only 
traditional commandments, but also familiar acts of loving kindness and customary holy deeds. The concept is 
sold through repetition and layout. The title phrase is constantly repeated as deeds are introduced. The picture 
layout uses a two-page spread bordered by a side bar that binds the catchy phrase to every new mitzvah. This 
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delightful volume delivers twelve mitzvot which adjust adult acts to age appropriate behavior: welcoming new 
friends, feeding the hungry, helping the elderly, forgiving mistakes, caring for the earth, returning lost items, 
cheering friends, aiding the sick, giving charity, making peace, observing Shabbat, and honoring parents. The 
book underlines the good feeling from performing good deeds, encouraging readers to try them. It declares you 
cannot touch a mitzvah (actually, not exactly) or smell it (other than chicken soup). Various animals, including 
lambs, lions, badgers, elephants, zebras, dogs, and others help the meerkats explain. All the illustrations are 
lively, playful, sweet and a bit silly; they deliver the lesson without hectoring. It’s amusing to watch coy animals 
perform moral acts. One hopes young readers will understand that people, not animals, are caring Jews who 
make the world a better place and mitzvot a way of life. Readers will giggle and learn. Recommended with a 
smile.

Ellen G. Cole, Temple Isaiah, Los Angeles, CA

PICTUre BooKS 

Fuchs, Menucha. Bread. (Food: Where Does it Come From?) Illus. by Racheli David. Transl. by Shany Hertz. 
Brooklyn, NY: Menucha, 2011. 24 pp. $17.99. (9781614650126). Ages 5–8.

Part of a series of ten books about food, Bread answers questions like “Where does bread come from?” and 
“How is bread made?” Writing for the young Orthodox Jewish child, prolific Israeli author Menucha Fuchs 
explains how wheat is planted, harvested, stored, and processed to make flour. She further shows how dough 
is made from the flour and baked into bread. Integrated in the telling are many words that Jewish children 
will probably recognize. For example, “In many homes, the fresh scent of challos baking wafts through the 
air on erev Shabbos.” Note the Orthodox Jewish spelling and pronunciation that might be unfamiliar to less 
traditional Jewish children. 

This hardcover book features an attractive cover photo of a boy carrying a sheaf of wheat. However, that is 
the only photo in the book. A pity. The colorful illustrations are accurate and elaborate the concepts in the text. 
All the people portrayed in the illustrations wear modest clothing. The glossy laminated pages are difficult to 
turn but are certainly “childproof”, if that was the intention of the designer. The non-serif font, using various 
colors and shapes, are distracting to the eye and slow down the flow of words. Bread is a suitable purchase for 
the Orthodox Jewish home or school library.

Anne Dublin, Toronto, Canada, and author of The Baby Experiment (Dundurn 2012).

reviews of Titles for Children and Teens

Keep Up to date with hasafran
Hasafran is the electronic discussion list of the Association of Jewish Libraries. It was 
created in 1991 to provide a forum for the discussion of Judaica librarianship. The list is 
moderated by Joseph (Yossi) Galron, Jewish studies librarian at The Ohio State University. 
The views expressed in the list are the opinions of the participants and not necessarily 
the views of the moderator or of AJL.

To subscribe to Hasafran, please see instructions at https://lists.service.ohio-state.
edu/mailman/listinfo/hasafran
To post a message to Hasafran, send your message to: hasafran@lists.osu.edu
You will receive a confirmation message.

A keyword-searchable archive of Hasafran messages posted since June 12, 2003 is now available.

https://lists.service.ohio-state.edu/mailman/listinfo/hasafran 
https://lists.service.ohio-state.edu/mailman/listinfo/hasafran 
mailto:hasafran@lists.osu.edu
http://www.mail-archive.com/hasafran@lists.acs.ohio-state.edu/
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NoN-FICTIoN

Abramovitch, Stanley.  Lighting up the Soul, Stories from a Changing Jewish World. Jerusalem, Israel: Urim 
Publications/Penina Press, 2011. 328 pp. $22.95. (9781936068227).

This book is a collection of true life stories based on the work experience of the author.  For sixty-five years, 
beginning in 1945, Rabbi Abramovitch traveled the world helping Jews in need under the aegis of the American 
Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC or “the joint”).  The book serves as a complement to the memoir that 
he published in 2008. It is divided into four parts, starting with the stories coming out of displaced persons 
camps in post-war Germany. In addition, there are sections dealing with Moslem countries, Europe and the 
former Soviet Union.  The stories are short, generally two or three pages. Some are very moving and powerful.  
Abramovitch also includes four childhood reminiscences from his life in Poland. The stories provide a glimpse 
into the life of Jews around the world, their problems and difficulties. A useful addition to Judaica collections in 
synagogues, community centers and academic libraries.  

Susan Freiband, Retired Library Educator, Arlington, VA

Alexander, Edward. The State of the Jews: A Critical 
Appraisal. (Jewish and Israeli Studies, Political Ideology, 
Cultural Studies). New Brunswick, NJ and London: 
Transaction Publishers, 2012. 248 pp. $34.95 (9781412846141).

Alexander, a professor emeritus of English at the University 
of Washington, brings his command of language and broad 
appreciation of literature to bear on the liberal-left attacks on 
Israel while celebrating other literati for their laudatory writings 
on Israel’s founding. Playing on the title of Herzl’s famous Der 
Judenstaat, the central focus is on the antisemitic and philosemitic 
ideologies of the Victorian liberals, Dr. Thomas Arnold, his scion 
Matthew, and John Stuart Mill. The material presented is divided 
into three parts, history, politics, and literature, with a clear 
conservative approach, of the sort found in Commentary. Hence, 
a discussion follows on some of the more well-known English 
writers who depict Jews in a less than favorable light, Palestinian 
Arab authors who defame Jews and Judaism, and Holocaust 
deniers. The section on politics looks at anti-Israeli activities on 
American campuses, an anti-Obama critique and, probably most 
importantly, an examination of the concept of criticism. The final 
grouping on literature finds an evaluation of Lionel Trilling, 
Cynthia Ozick, and Saul Bellow, among others.

This is a marvelous read, informative, and well-written, 
suitable for a wide range of audiences.

Sanford R. Silverburg, Catawba College, Salisbury, NC 

Angel, Rabbi Marc D.  Maimonides: Essential Teachings on 
Jewish Faith and Ethics — The book of Knowledge & the Thirteen 
Principles of Faith Annoted & Explained. Woodstock, VT: Jewish 
Lights Publishing, 2012. 177 pp. $18.99. (9781594733116).

This volume covers material that has been translated and 
annotated many times but this edition is special.  It is appropriate 
for people with some prior knowledge of the materials as well 
as those for whom the works of Rambam are new.  Rabbi Angel 

EditEd by dAniEl SchEidE And REbEccA JEffERSon

Correction: 

The title Mitzvah Stories: Seeds for 
Inspiration and Learning by Goldie 
Milgram and Ellen Frankel (New 
Rochelle, New York: Reclaiming Judaism 
Press, 2011) was reviewed on AJL Reviews, 
Vol.2 No.3., Sept./Oct. 2012, p.55). Goldie 
Goldman sent us the following correction:

The website link for the “Index to 
Mitzvot” for Mitzvah Stories: Seeds for 
Inspiration and Learning, Goldie Milgram 
and Ellen Frankel [Eds], Reclaiming 
Judaism Press, was incorrectly reported 
as missing for this volume of stories. That 
link is: http://reclaimingjudaism.org/
node/358. Also the book was described 
as appropriate primarily for “those 
interested in Jewish Renewal and creative 
storytelling.” Readers should be aware 
that contributors to the volume and 
their stories represent a cross-section of 
contemporary Jewish life: 7 identifying 
as Jewish Renewal, 7 as secular, 8 as 
Orthodox, 18 as Conservative, 19 as 
Reform, and 3 as Reconstructionist.

With appreciation,
Goldie Milgram and Ellen Frankel
[October 23, 2012]
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writes in a lucid and elegant manner that guides the reader through this important material.  His tone is just 
right, and this book could serve as a textbook for a Jewish high school class (supplemented by the text in Hebrew, 
if desired) or for an adult class.   
The detailed introduction prepares the reader to tackle the texts themselves with a solid sense of what to expect. 
Rabbi Angel clearly explains the texts he uses as the basis for his edition and he further clarifies his method and 
exactly which parts he has included and excluded. His format for the texts is also very helpful: the text is placed 
on the left facing pages and the notes that accompany the texts on the right.   

At the end, there is a short selected bibliography for the student who wishes to deepen his/her study of 
the works of Rambam. This book should be in every Judaica library whether in the home, the synagogue or the 
school. The academic library should also have it on hand for the non-specialist. This reader highly recommends 
this elegant and useful volume.

Marion M. Stein, retired from The Abraham Heschel High School, Brooklyn, NY; 
past president of AJL-NYMA 

Ascarelli, Roberta & Klaus Davidowicz, editors. Along the Road to Esau : Studies on Jakob Frank and 
Frankism. Rome: Bibliotheca Aretina, 2011. 151 pp. 18 Euros. (9788890325502). 

Jacob Frank was a messianic, charismatic leader in the mold of Shabbatai Tzevi. Just as many Sabbatians 
converted to Islam while retaining their hidden sectarian identity, the Frankists converted en masse to Catholicism 
and severed their ties to their Jewish past. Along the Road to Esau collects seven studies (six in English and one in 
Italian) on the subject of Frankism. Frank’s unique approach to messianism is examined as is his relationship to 
his daughter Eva whose place in Frankist theology mirrors that of Mary within Catholicism. Other essays trace 
the role of Frankists within larger Christian and Polish society. Recommended for academic collections with a 
focus on Frankism and other messianic movements.

Daniel Scheide, Librarian, Wimberly Library, Florida Atlantic University, Boca Raton, FL; RAS President, AJL

Ausubel, Herbert. Flower of God: A Jewish Family’s 3,000-Year Journey from Spice to Medicine. Jerusalem: 
Penina Press/Urim Publishers, 2011. 422 pp. $25.95. (978193608111).

Dr. Herbert Ausubel, a Harvard trained physician, uses the fascinating saga of his family to tell the story of the 
Jewish people. His lifelong study of Jewish history led him to utilize his family’s extensive oral history, along with 
his studies and travels to research the branches of his family’s dispersion. The family name derives from Azuvel 
(hyssop of the Almighty) and he begins his story with Moshe ben Avraham Azuvel, a progenitor who brought the 
essential herb hyssop, used for purification rituals, to the priests in the Temple. Most chapters begin with a modern 
day family anecdote, then the author follows its trail to a narrative from the past.

The book has no index, bibliography or footnotes, although the author occasionally refers to the origin of his 
information in the text. Nevertheless, if one is presenting ancient stories as fact, there needs to be some listing of sources 
or an extensive bibliographic note. The author produces some incredible tales of escape and perseverance, including 
ancestors in the Inquisition, the Holocaust, passengers on the Ship Exodus 1947 and Russian Refuseniks. 

However, the language is stilted, weighed down by long flowery descriptive passages -it seems to me he describes 
every single individual’s beard. The tone is didactic and ponderous. The history is accurate, but Ausubel’s extensive 
use of parentheses to describe everything from a brief definition, e.g. for matzos or chametz, to a complicated 
history, e.g. the establishment of Birobidzhan or the Opium Wars, is awkward. A glossary, footnotes and a family 
tree would have improved the text. Despite being classified as biography by the Library of Congress, I would 
describe this book as essentially historical fiction and an occasionally interesting read, but optional for a library.

Merrily Hart, retired librarian, Ann Arbor, MI
 
Azaryahu, Maoz and Troen, S. Ilan, editors. Tel-Aviv, The First Century: Visions, Designs, Actualities. 
Bloomington, Indiana: University of Indiana Press, 2012. 449 pp.  $24.95. (9780253223579).

The year 2009 was the official centennial for the city of Tel Aviv, and this volume is one of many written in 
celebration of the occasion.  This monograph serves as a “tour guide” to the many studies undertaken from the 
earliest days of the city’s existence until the present.  It draws on a vast reservoir of resources all of which are 
painstakingly documented in extensive endnotes at the end of each chapter.  In addition, there is an index and a 
list of the contributors and their affiliations.
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Defining Jewish Difference 
From Antiquity to the Present

Beth A. Berkowitz

$90.00: Hardback: 978-1-107-01371-1: 288 pp.

Genocide in Jewish Thought 

David Patterson

$95.00: Hardback: 978-1-107-01104-5: 264 pp.

The New Cambridge History of 
the Bible 
From 600 to 1450

Richard Marsden and E. Ann Matter

New Cambridge History of  the Bible 

$190.00: Hardback: 978-0-521-86006-2: 1,068 pp. Prices subject to change.
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The book is divided by topics even though there is some overlap. Its three major parts include, Historical 
Issues; Language, Literature and Art; Planning and Architecture. As a result of this structure, the reader comes 
away with a deep understanding of the life and development of Tel Aviv and, indeed, the entire Zionist endeavor.  
One might just read the whole book, which stands very well on its own, or one might use its parts to serve as an 
introduction to a particular aspect of this city’s vibrant and complex life. 

A good example is the chapter entitled “Tel-Aviv Language Police”. Who knew that such a thing existed?  
Reading this chapter one realizes the extreme efforts necessary to build a “Hebrew City”.  These efforts included 
the outlawing of films in Yiddish or the use of any language other than Hebrew for official documents.  When 
one considers the fact that no one who emigrated to pre-state Palestine was a native Hebrew speaker, it was quite 
a feat of will that enabled this hebraization to take place.  Only in recent times is Yiddish gaining respect in Israel 
with the realization that this language is so much a part of the “Hebrew” soul and especially of Tel Aviv. 

Anyone who loves Tel Aviv, a “hybrid of East and West; myth and reality”, will want to own this book.  It is 
a must for all academic collections dealing with Israel Studies and for most Jewish high schools and synagogues.  
This reader highly recommends this rich book.  

Marion M. Stein, retired from The Abraham Heschel High School, Brooklyn, NY;
 past president of AJL-NYMA

 
Bak, Sofie Lene. Nothing to Speak: Wartime Experiences of the Danish Jews 1943-1945. Translated by 
Virginia Raynolds Laursen. [Copenhagen]: Dansk Jødisk Museum, 2011. 279 pp. $52.00. (9788763539586).

This is a glossy-paged, coffee table book size, multi-photograph presentation of the plight of the Danish Jewish 
community during the early years of World War II. In June 2004, the Danish Jewish Museum in Copenhagen 
initiated a research project detailing the forced exile of the Danish Jewish population to nearby Sweden during the 
period 1943 to 1945.  To the astonishment of Holocaust researchers, 99 % of Danish Jews survived the war.  This 
epochal story is replete with family photographs, copies of various related documents and memorabilia of the 
sea-borne flights to Sweden. Some Jews, unfortunately, were apprehended by the Nazi occupiers and shipped off 
to the Theresienstadt concentration camp, a subject of at least a portion of the book.  But the bulk of this tribute 
revolves around the forced existence in the asylum provided by Sweden.  The coverage on this topic is extensive 
with maps, photographs and testimonials.  While the subject matter and audience can be considered limited, for 
those whose interest is in European Jewry and the Holocaust, this book would be a valued addition.

Sanford R. Silverburg, Catawba College, Salisbury, NC

Bardin, Hillel. A Zionist among Palestinians. Bloomington and Indianapolis, IN: Indiana University Press, 
2012. 244 pp. $29.00 HC (9780253002112); $25.00. eBook (9780253002235). 

The author, an Israeli-born Zionist, is a peace activist and has been involved with organizing efforts since the 
first Intifada in December 1987 to mobilize Israelis and willing Palestinians to engage in non-violent cooperative 
efforts.  The reader is introduced to a substantial portion of the Israeli political Left and its agenda to reduce the 
tension and violence among Israelis and Palestinians. Additionally, those who thought that all Palestinians were 
married to violence learn that there are individuals and groups of Arabs who have a similar pacific orientation.  
What may appear jolting to the average American, Jewish reader is the outright brutality—whether deserved 
or justified—suffered by Palestinians at the hands of the Israeli military and Jewish settlers. Bardin makes the 
argument that the Israeli political culture and educational system mistakenly generalize the Palestinian attitude 
toward Israel and its population as an intense hatred making them a permanent enemy.  Instead, he puts forth 
the position that given an opportunity, Palestinians, by and large, would be willing to engage in an effort that 
would result in a peace agreement between the two peoples. 

Sanford R. Silverburg, Catawba College, Salisbury, NC

Bedzow, Ira. Things Overheard in the Synagogue. Brooklyn: Urim Publications/Penina Press, 2012. 150 pp. 
$19.95. (9781936068258).

In this book author Ira Bedzow combines poetry and short essays on a variety of themes. These themes 
include Torah drashot, verses on a number of important topics, and personal statements. Taken as a group, they 
provide a personal statement with significant insight. 

The first two-thirds of this small book contain Bedzow’s “Poems.” Beginning from Torah, he expands to 
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comment on various issues, including the ways in which we communicate (and sometimes fail to do so); the 
meaning of Tzaddik; and the various emotions, sentiments and comments that swirl around the synagogue. 
Many of the statements are evocative; we see people we know, and we recognize the large and small figures they 
cast upon us and others. The rest of the writings in this volume are labeled “Remarks and Reflections.” They are 
mostly vignettes taken from the author’s life, covering everything from the uses of Calculus to the value of lay 
leadership over professional clergy. Bedzow watches people closely: he sees how they act and how others react 
to them, and he remembers other instances that may or may not be similar. From these small pieces, which the 
reader may well recognize, he builds his corner of the world. By allowing us to look in on them, he gives us a 
chance to see our own common humanity.

While this is not a mandatory purchase, it would be a useful addition to libraries that collect personal 
statements and those that buy books of poetry. It is accessible to high school students as well as adults, and may 
stimulate important discussions in classrooms and around dinner tables.

Fred Isaac, Temple Sinai, Oakland, CA

Ben-Yaacov, Yissakhar. A Lasting Reward: Memoirs of an Israeli Diplomat. Jerusalem and New York: Gefen 
Publishing House, 2012. 309 pp. $21.95. (9789652295392).

Walter Jacobson was born in Hamburg, Germany in 1922 into a well-established German-Jewish family. 
His early childhood found him ensconced in the Talmud Torah Realschule which provided him with a solid 
appreciation of Jewish culture, at least within the German context.  His somewhat protected life was interrupted 
with the ascendance of the Nazi government and its virulent anti-Semitic policies; the author and his family 
then emigrated to Palestine.  There, because of his Zionist background, he joined the Ha-No’ar Ha-Oved youth 
movement and later the Haganah, all of which put him in a good position to move into the nascent Israeli 
bureaucracy.  He began his civil service journey in the new Israeli counselor service in Germany, largely dealing 
with Jewish DPs in the camps, many hoping to emigrate to Israel.  He returned to Jerusalem to work in the 
Foreign Ministry in the foreign aid section.  From there came an appointment to the consulate in Philadelphia 
and then to Lagos, Nigeria, back to Jerusalem, then to Vienna.  As is often the case with the diplomatic services, 
there is an attempt to broaden the backgrounds of diplomats the ministry intends to tenure and the author 
is seconded to Canberra, Australia and a number of countries in Polynesia.  Finally, in 1987, he returned to 
Jerusalem and retirement.  This book is a fine example of political memorabilia, providing insight into Israeli 
foreign affairs and the country’s Foreign Service.

Sanford R. Silverburg, Catawba College, Salisbury, NC

Benjamin, Rodney  and David Cebon.  The Forgotten Zionist:  the Life of Solomon (Sioma) Yankelevitch 
Jacobi.  Jerusalem: Gefen Publishing House, 2012. 161 pp. $40.00. (9789652295712).

Jacobi (1897-1939) was a leader of Revisionist Zionism. Near the end of his life he was appointed by Ze’ev 
Jabotinsky, the leader of Revisionism, to head the nessiut (presidium) of the New Zionist Organization.  The 
authors are, respectively, the son-in-law and grandson of Jacobi.  Benjamin (who died shortly before the book was 
published) held a doctorate in history from the University of Melbourne.  The style of the book is generally factual 
and the authors make good use of letters exchanged between Jacobi and Jabotinsky.  That being said, it is not 
without errors.  For example the bombing of the King David Hotel is attributed to Lehi when it was done by the 
Irgun. One could also wish for fuller and more consistent referencing. The book is often dry, especially in the first 
part that deals with Jacobi’s fundraising on behalf of ORT and two other Jewish charities. The sections of the book 
on Jacobi’s efforts on behalf of Revisionism and his jousting with other Zionists will be of interest to more people. 
Most fascinating of all is the part of the book concerned with Jacobi’s untiring efforts in the desperate and difficult 
business of spiriting European Jews past the British and into the Land of Israel. For larger collections on Zionism.

Shmuel Ben-Gad, Gelman Library, George Washington University.

Berkowitz, Beth A. Defining Jewish Difference: From Antiquity to the Present. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2012. 280 pp. $90.00. (9781107013711)

Beth Berkowitz’s first book, Execution and Invention (Oxford UP, 2006), on capital punishment in rabbinic 
and early Christian texts, established her as an important Talmud scholar. Her new publication emphasizes 
her skills as a close reader of dense texts, and as a wide reader who is able to bring contemporary scholarly 



AJL Reviews November/December 201218

Reviews of Nonfiction Titles for Adults

discussions to bear upon ancient sources. The focus of Defining Jewish Difference is a single verse from Leviticus 
which forbids Israel from following the laws of the Gentiles. Does this mean that the people of Israel must be 
radically different from everyone else, or is their mandated difference more complicated and intertwined? How 
does this relate to modern questions about acculturation and ethnic identity? Berkowitz pursues the career of 
this biblical verse all the way through Late Antiquity and into the 20th century. The bulk of the book is devoted to 
passages in Mishnah, Tosefta, Midrash Halakhah, Leviticus Rabbah and the Babylonian Talmud, and to writings 
by Philo and by early Christians revolving around this one verse. Two chapters deal with the Middle Ages and 
two prominent modern Orthodox decisors (Rabbis Moses Feinstein and Ovadia Yosef). Throughout, Berkowitz 
reads her texts carefully, sensitively and provocatively. Her book sets a very high standard for the study of 
central religious concepts throughout Jewish history.

Pinchas Roth, Tikvah Scholar, NYU Tikvah Center

Bernfeld, Tirtsah Levie. Poverty and Welfare among the Portuguese Jews in Early Modern Amsterdam. 
Portland, OR: The Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2012. 576 pp. $74.00. (9781904113577).  
 Amsterdam in the early modern period was seen as a haven for Jewish migrants, offering religious 
freedom and prosperity in a major economic center.  Jews and former Conversos from Spanish and Portuguese 
territories were especially attracted, including many poor Jews drawn by the community’s reputation for 
benevolence. This volume offers the first systematic study of the poor and poor relief in Sephardic Amsterdam.

This is a pioneering work of historical research by Levie Bernfeld, an independent Dutch scholar, based 
on a thorough grasp of all the archival and historical sources. She traces the path of migrants to Amsterdam; 
convincingly shows that the poor made up an increasingly greater percentage of the population than previously 
thought, and details the admission policies and financial administration of communal charity from both the 
organized community and private charities. Bernfeld also provides a glimpse at the lives of some of the poor.

The Amsterdam Portuguese Jewish community was economically as well as ethnically stratified, with 
Conversos and Jews from the western Sefardi diaspora more privileged than other Jews.  The community tried to 
help those Conversos and Sephardim integrate into the “Orthodox” community while other migrants and those 
who could not adapt were often provided with help to move from Amsterdam.  A majority of the poor were 
women and this work is an important contribution to the history of gender and family in this period.  Bernfeld 
carefully traces the motives for charity, religious as well as social, and how these changed as the number of poor 
rose in the eighteenth century. She demonstrates that Amsterdam poor relief was modeled on early modern 
European and Iberian ideas as well as traditional Jewish communal charity practice. This major study of Dutch 
Jewry is highly recommended for academic libraries. 

Harvey Sukenic, Hebrew College Library, Newton Centre, MA 

Bolsta, Hyla Shifra. The Illuminated Kaddish: Interpretations of the Mourner’s Prayer. Jersey City, NJ: KTAV 
Publishing, 2012. 108 pp. $27.50 (978160280).

This is a stunning coffee table book on a topic that normally people might not think to display.  It is a truly 
enchanting and strikingly beautiful illustrated manuscript of the Kaddish with much more. The book includes the 
traditional text of the Kaddish along with a transliteration. The author collects a number of alternative translations 
along with other types of interpretative “translations”. One section provides notes describing the meaning behind 
the words and the illuminations. Another section is a collection of quotes from the Torah and from scholars together 
with their own breathtaking illuminations.  Bolsta includes interesting egalitarian comments on the use of the 
masculine or feminine names of God and notes about the word “Amen”. Additionally the book incorporates some 
history on the tradition of saying the Kaddish and a Glossary of key terms and notes when the Kaddish is recited.

This unique book would be a valuable addition to any library’s collection regarding death and mourning, as 
well as art collections. As it is both beautiful and inspirational, individuals who have a personal interest in this 
topic might consider adding it to their collection. The book could also serve as a thoughtful gift to someone who 
has experienced a loss.

Nathan Rosen, Library Research Manager, Dechert LLP, New York
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Carlebach, Shlomo. Genesis, Part I, edited by Shlomo Katz. Jerusalem, New York: Urim Publications, 2012. 
263 pp. $27.95 (978965524074).

Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach’s Genesis comprises an edited collection of his comments on the Torah as originally 
taught in private homes, synagogues, and concert halls. It exemplifies an oral transmission of the Torah, since the 
tone is warm, conversational, down-to-earth and, unique to Carlebach, the spoken commentary is interspersed 
with song. His words, he believed, were comparable to the body, while his melodies represented the soul: both 
he blended together to teach and impart a love of Torah. 

Carlebach expresses his belief that God welcomes every human being, high or low, rich or poor and that prayer is 
simply talking to God. Through music and speech he moves anyone earnestly searching for meaning in life not to give 
up the search. This book contains many profound thoughts, and the reader needs to take time to absorb them.   
     Readers familiar with the biblical text will derive new and useful ways to view the familiar stories and characters. 
Admirers of Carlebach’s music will welcome this insight into his explications. The editor does not state whether he 
plans to continue publishing additional volumes of Carlebach’s Torah exegesis, but it is surely to be expected. 

Susanne M. Batzdorff, Librarian, retired, Celia Gurevitch Library, Congregation Beth Ami, Santa Rosa, CA
.

Cohen, Barak. The Legal Methodology of Late Nehardean Sages in Sasanian Babylonia. Boston and Leiden: 
Brill (Brill Reference Library of Judaism, v.30), 2011. 212 pp. $131 (9789004193819).

This book offers a systematic analysis of the halakhic methodology, identity and dating of fourth and 
fifth century Amoraim, as found in such works as the Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmuds, Seder Tana’im va-
Amora’im, and the Epistle of R. Sherira Gaon.  Understanding the methods of the Amoraim can aid the scholar 
in clarifying the legal foundation of rulings, the proofs brought, disputes  (for example, Rav and Samuel, R. 
Yohanan and Resh Lakish, Abbaye and Rava), and their interpretations.

Topics include the origins of Rabbinic activity in Nehardea and the legal methodology (legal realism, p.96) 
of Amemar and later Nehardeans, including R. Ashi. This analysis helps us to understand the development 
of the Jewish legal system in Babylonia and reveals Amoraic methodology, style of interpretation, mode of 
drawing a conclusion, and creation of analogy. Particular attention is paid to a number of Aramaic formulaic 
statements and idioms, such as: I am of the elders of Nehardea; It is not reasonable to me; Amemar came to 
our place and validated (Amemor ikla le-atrin ve-darish); It was taught in the house of X. Includes bibliographical 
references.  Recommended for all those interested in the history of Late Antiquity and Jewish law.

Dr. David B Levy, Touro College

Cooper, Levi. Relics for the Present: Contemporary Reflections on the Talmud. New Milford, CT : Maggid 
Books, 2012. xii, 321 pp. $29.95 (9781592643608).

On August 2, this year, a new cycle of the “Daf Yomi” began. This is a world-wide Jewish study program, 
where the participants study one leaf of the Babylonian Talmud per day, completing the cycle in approximately 
seven and a half years. 

Relics for the Present parallels the study material of the first month. The author takes the first half of Tractate 
Berakhot and writes 100 short essays, discussing points raised in the Talmud. The pieces clarify the points raised and 
the book has a strong didactic aspect. The conduct of the rabbis serves as an example and teaches us how to live.
In the essays, the author draws on a variety of sources but there is a preponderance of Hassidic sources. Particularly 
impressive is an essay entitled, “Grabbing God by the lapels”, where God is forced to do Moses’ will. 

The book is easy to read and includes a wealth of material. Participants in the “Daf Yomi” obviously would have 
found the work useful as they studied the appropriate pages in the Talmud, but the book will certainly give pleasure 
to the general reader interested in an encounter with Jewish sources and the intellectual stimulation they provide.

Chaim Seymour, Bar-Ilan University, Israel

Dekel-Chen, Jonathan et al, editors. Anti-Jewish Violence: Rethinking the Pogrom in East European History. 
Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2011. 240 pp. $34.95. (9780691130729).

The pogroms in early twentieth century Russia are often overshadowed by the infamous pogroms of 1881-
82 that preceded them and the Holocaust that followed.  This collection of essays was published to shine light 
on those interim pogroms, specifically those that occurred between 1905 and 1917 and during World War I, the 
Russian Civil War and the Russian-Polish War.   There were important differences between these pogroms and 
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those that occurred in the nineteenth century, most notably that the latter pogroms were more (i) systematic, 
(ii) specifically targeted by the Russian government, (iii) violent and (iv) geographically extensive.  Underlying 
these later differences was the perception that Jews were a risk to the State.

David Engel’s introductory essay analyzes the term “pogrom” and demonstrates that it was a politically charged 
term, much like the term “genocide” is today.  Following Engel’s essay, part I of the book details pogroms during 
World War I and the Russian Civil War. Eric Lohr discusses the “war pogrom” and how the army perpetrated 
violence against Jews as they attempted to expel them on grounds of suspected disloyalty. Peter Holquist studies 
the anti-Semitism that was so prevalent in the Russian government and military, and how that quickly evolved 
into anti-Jewish violence. Part II of the book focuses on Jewish responses to this violence.  The violence forced Jews 
to ask themselves whether they should remain loyal to the Russian government and reject revolutionary politics. 
Those Jews advocating assimilation for nearly a century had to re-examine their long held beliefs. Part III discusses 
regional perspectives in Eastern Siberia, Lithuania, and Belorussia. This book is intended for the specialist or 
someone with a specific interest in Modern Russian Jewish history or the history of the pogrom.

David Tesler, New York

Drazin, Israel & Wagner, Stanley M. Onkelos on the Torah : Understanding the Bible Text. Jerusalem: Gefen, 
2011. 5 v. $200.00. (9789652295217). 

While many are aware of Targum Onkelos (usually through the prism of Rashi), few today have encountered 
it directly. One of the earliest Aramaic translations of the Torah, Targum Onkelos was sanctioned by the rabbis 
and attributed to Onkelos the Convert of the 2nd century CE. In fact, Drazin and Wagner date it to about two 
hundred years later. In their new edition of Targum Onkelos, the editors pair the original Hebrew and Aramaic 
with an English translation. The English translation is bolded where the Targum departs from the biblical text, 
and there is a generous commentary by the authors largely, but not entirely, based on these differences. Rashi’s 
commentary, which constantly references Onkelos, is also provided with vocalization in a gorgeous if slightly 
difficult to read font. After each chapter is “Beyond the text”, a number of questions for reflection and discussion, 
as well as further appendices with comments based on traditional commentaries, glossaries and bibliographies. 
Designed for synagogue use, these handsome volumes also contain the haftarot with a translation based on the 
targumim. Criticisms of Drazin and Wagner’s work are minor: it is odd that the Aramaic text in this edition is 
not the version the translation is based on; it is also surprising that the Aramaic text is not placed in a more 
prominent position on the page.  Nevertheless, Onkelos on the Torah is a monumental work that belongs in every 
synagogue and beit midrash. 

Daniel Scheide, Librarian, Wimberly Library, Florida Atlantic University, Boca Raton, FL; RAS President, AJL

Felton, Anton. Jewish Symbols and Secrets: A fifteenth-century Spanish Jewish Carpet. London; Portland, 
OR: Vallentine Mitchell, 2012. 304 pp. $74.95 (9780853038344).    

Anton Felton declares in his introduction that “Textiles, no less than language or architecture help define 
and illuminate a culture.”  He develops this concept through an exploration of the iconography and origins of 
a fifteenth century Spanish carpet – the so-called Vizcaya carpet housed in the Vizcaya Museum, Florida.  His 
research concerns itself with three questions regarding the artifact’s creation. Felton investigates the possibility 
that the wealthy Spanish Enriquez family who commissioned the carpet were conversos who maintained their 
Jewish faith in secret. He also considers whether the weavers themselves were conversos. Finally, he delves into 
the symbolic representations woven into the carpet to determine their religious significance for Jews and crypto 
Jews at this time.

In the course of answering these questions, Felton’s book presents a fascinating portrayal of the mysterious 
world of the conversos. He provides the historical background for the Jewish situation in 15th century Spain and 
also discusses the centrality of weaving in Murcia, Spain - the domain ruled by the Enriquez family. He considers 
the role played by carpets in Jewish life and chronicles the work of Jewish weavers in Spain and North Africa. 

In the final part of the book Felton undertakes a thorough analysis of the symbols on the carpet. He declares his 
intent to try to take a “fresh look” and see them “as they would have been seen by, and as what they would have 
meant to, a family of New Christians …” (p.164). The discussion is well illustrated, with many pictures in color. This is 
a carefully researched work which examines intriguing questions in an accessible and thought-provoking manner. 

Randall C. Belinfante, American Sephardi Federation
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Feldmann, Micha. On Wings of Eagles: The Secret operation of the Ethiopian Exodus. Jerusalem, New York: 
Gefen Publishing, 2012. 352 pp. $24.95. (9789652295699).

Micha Feldmann’s new book is a stirring depiction of the events surrounding Operations Moses and 
Solomon. It describes how a group of Israeli and American organizations worked together to bring Ethiopian 
Jews to freedom in Israel.  Based on the diary of Micha Feldmann, the Jewish Agency’s coordinator of Ethiopian 
aliyah, the book describes the wretched conditions of the Beta Israel as they became pawns in the terrible conflict 
between the Ethiopian government, the Sudanese government, and the Eritrean rebels. As the rebels struggled 
for ascendancy over the tottering Ethiopian nation, the Jews fled to unfriendly southern Sudan. There several 
thousands of them were led to Israel in Operation Moses.  Then, as the chaos intensified, an additional 16,500 
Jews fled to the Israeli Embassy which had been set up in the Ethiopian capital in Addis Ababa. For the next 
year or so, as the Israeli government negotiated with the Ethiopians, the Jews left in groups of 100 to 300 olim at 
a time. Then, in May 1991, over a period of a few days, the Israelis airlifted nearly 10,000 olim to Israel. Operation 
Solomon was the result of a 35 million deal negotiated with the collapsing Ethiopian authorities.

Escape from Ethiopia was not the final obstacle for these refugees. The Chief Rabbinate in Israel insisted 
that the Ethiopians go through the usual requirements of conversion before they would be recognized as Jews 
in Israel. Thankfully, after a one month sit-in in front of their offices, the Rabbis rescinded their opinion, and 
allowed the Ethiopian olim to be fully recognized as Jews. 

Told in diary entries, interspersed with the real life stories of the Ethiopian refugees as conveyed in their own 
words, this work presents a highly readable retelling of a crucial story in modern Israeli history.

Randall C. Belinfante, American Sephardi Federation

Fleischaker, Samuel. Divine Teaching and the Way of the World. USA: Oxford University Press, 2012.  576 
pp. $110.00. (9780199217366).

The thesis of this interesting book is stated by the author at the onset: “Revealed religions can offer us 
something of great importance, but stand in danger of corruption or fanaticism unless they are combined with 
secular scientific practices and secular morality.”  It is this secular scientific practice and secular morality that 
defines the term “the Way of the World” found in the title of the book.  Samuel Fleischaker, a professor of 
philosophy and head of the Jewish Studies department at University of Illinois, makes an impassioned argument 
for revealed religion, without falling into over-enthusiasm, fanaticism or arrogance.  Religious believers, says 
Fleischaker, must understand that belief is not considered to be knowledge and therefore claims of belief must be 
accompanied by humility and uncertainty. 

Fleischaker argues in Part I and II that conceptions of truth and morality can (and should) stand independently 
from any religious underpinnings.  This allows people of different faiths, and no faith, to speak a common 
language and act upon a shared social contract.  However, the question of “ultimate worth”, that is to say 
why life is worth living, cannot be determined on a secular basis but must instead look to revealed religion for 
illumination.  Parts III, IV and V then discuss in great detail what is revealed religion (i.e. “Revelation”), why 
revealed religion can better address the question of “ultimate worth” and how Revelation can be organically 
integrated with “the Way of the World”.

On a practical note, according to the author, religious believers must share a community with non-believers and 
believers of different religions.  The religious believer can apply “the Way of the World” rather than “Revelation” 
to practical considerations such as political action, which will allow the religious believer to better coexist with 
citizens of a different (or no) religious orientation. Although a background in philosophy would be helpful, 
interested readers will find this book fascinating and written with sufficient clarity for the non-specialist.

David Tesler, New York

Fried, Norman J. Every day I bless you: Reflection on the healing power of Shiva. New York: Urim 
Publications, 2012. 127 pp. $18.00. (9789655240771).

This book combines the personal story of the author’s coping with his mother’s death with the teachings of 
Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik.  He organizes the book around the five letters of the word shiva (seven) to represent 
the key issues which he explores: surrender, hope, ire, valor, and acceptance.  The author also selected “accept” 
as a mnemonic for acknowledges, conceding, connecting, embracing, placing, and teaching as part of the 
“acceptance of the pain of loss.”

Reviews of Nonfiction Titles for Adults
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He echoes many of the common questions that all people who have suffered a loss ask and provides the 
reader with many of the standard historical answers.  The book also includes a nine page section with helpful 
suggestions in a common area of confusion—how to pay a proper call during shiva (the seven day period of 
mourning). In the book, the author hears and talks to his mother.  This provides much of the narrative story line.  
Whether those conversations were the author’s actual perceptions or just a literary device is unclear, but it does 
provide a relatively smooth technique to introduce questions and situations and provide answers and insights.

The author practices grief and bereavement counseling in Long Island as a PhD clinical psychologist, and 
he is a teacher at New York University and fellow at Harvard Medical School.  His previous book on “Angel 
Letters: Lessons that Dying Can Teach Us About Living” was published in 2007.

This book is a reasonable choice for libraries that are developing deep and broad collections regarding death 
and mourning even though it does not provide much that is new or especially unique information or insights.

Nathan Rosen, Library Research Manager, Dechert LLP, New York

Gordon, Menachem-Martin. Modern Orthodox Judaism: Studies and Perspectives. New York & Jerusalem: 
Urim Publications, 2012. 214 pp. $25.95. (97899655240597).

The world is changing at an extraordinary and increasing rate. How is modern Orthodoxy to respond, in both 
specific and general ways? Rabbi Gordon’s recent volume takes on the task with commitment and an open mind.

The book’s essays encompass a wide array of topics. The first chapter attempts to develop an overarching 
philosophy that balances the reality of the new (in science, technology and life-style) with Halakhic norms and the 
Observant Jewish life. Rabbi Gordon refers frequently to scientific knowledge, which challenges the assumptions of 
the Sages and increases the difficulties of living halakhically in contemporary society. The remaining papers deal with 
specific issues, including women’s roles in Observant Judaism (Chapter 3), the Mezuzah (Chapter 5), and Messianism 
(Chapter 8). In each Gordon finds positive aspects of the modern view, and balances them with the words and thoughts 
of the great Jewish thinkers. While the author is clear in his preference for observance, he is also keenly aware of the 
difficulties in harmonizing the two sides. His extensive footnotes range from the Talmud to the 20th century. 

Seven of the eight chapters were previously published in the 1970s and ‘80s. They do not deal with questions 
of contemporary technology, or recent medical advances.  We see Gordon’s struggle at the opening of our new 
age. In this way, his book is unlike Rabbi David Hartman’s From Defender to Critic, which shows both current 
and prior analysis of these questions. Because his selected topics remain important, Rabbi Gordon’s statements 
should be part of our continuing discussion. Its serious content may not be appropriate for synagogues or 
schools. Academic and seminary libraries, however, will find it useful as a compilation of important views. 
Includes notes, Bibliography & Source Lists, Index. 

Fred Isaac, Temple Sinai, Oakland, CA

Greengus, Samuel. Laws in the Bible and in Early Rabbinic Collections : The Legal Legacy of the Ancient 
Near East. Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2011. 334 pp. $36.00. (9781608999460).

For the modern reader, the legal sections of the Bible are often bewildering or off-putting. Greengus uses law 
codes from Sumer, Babylonia, Assyria and Hatti to explain the Bible in its Near Eastern context. In addition, he often 
supplements a study of Biblical law with discussions of the Talmud or narrative portions of the Bible. The book’s 
format makes it easy to use for ready reference, yet is quite readable. Highly recommended for academic libraries.

Daniel Scheide, Librarian, Wimberly Library, Florida Atlantic University, Boca Raton, FL; RAS President, AJL

Hain, Shmuel, editor. The Next Generation of Modern Orthodoxy (The Orthodox Forum, v. 21). New York: 
Michael Scharf Publication Trust, Yeshiva University Press, 2012. 359 pp. $30.00. (9781602802063).

Every year since 1990, Yeshiva University has invited Orthodox scholars for a two-day colloquium. These 
gatherings have discussed a wide variety of important topics, from Rabbinic authority to science, business ethics, 
and themes such as “War and Peace”. The 2010 sessions, which make up the contents of this volume, were devoted 
to young people – high school and college students – and the “Odyssey generation” in their 30s who are searching for 
meaning in their lives. The book is divided in six parts, each dealing with a specific topic or frame of reference.

The Orthodox Forum series is directed at a particular constituency, formed around Yeshiva University.  
However, this volume should be of wide interest, because its focus is on the generation from 18-35, their 
familiarity with technology and social media, and their unwillingness to follow their elders into the traditional 
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world. While much of the text is specific to Modern Orthodoxy, the sections on the “Odyssey generation” are 
relevant and usable across the spectrum. All institutions interested in this age group – synagogues, seminaries 
and communal organizations – will find worthwhile analysis here.   Includes notes, index. 

Fred Isaac, Temple Sinai, Oakland, CA

Hammer, Reuven. The Torah Revolution: Fourteen Truths That Changed the World. Woodstock, VT: Jewish 
Lights, 2011. 219 pp. $24.99. (9781580234573).

Rabbi Reuven Hammer, having previously written a commentary on the Torah, seeks to distill its message 
into “fourteen revolutionary, radical ideas.” Hammer’s view of the Torah is Maimonidean and Liberal. His 
presentation of the Torah is rationalistic, devoid of magic or the supernatural. Several of the Truths presented 
(gender equality, abolishment of slavery, etc.) may not have reached full fruition in biblical times (or even 
today), but their implication is clearly spelled out. He also focuses on the often-overlooked economic vision of 
the Torah. Hammer writes in a clear, accessible style, much like contemporary business books. Recommended 
for synagogue and public libraries.

Daniel Scheide, Librarian, Wimberly Library, Florida Atlantic University, Boca Raton, FL; RAS President, AJL

Hartman, David. From Defender to Critic: The Search for a New Jewish Self. Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights 
Publishing, 2012. 303 pp. $35.00. (9781580235150).

For the past two decades, Rabbi David Hartman has been developing a framework in which modern 
Orthodoxy can exist comfortably in the fast-moving world.  This new volume includes fifteen essays that outline 
his evolving structure for committed Jews.

Hartman begins with “The Spirituality of Halakha: Early Essays.” These statements from the 1970s and 
1980s open with “The Joy of Torah,” Hartman’s seminal essay on the role of Halakha in Jewish life.  This first 
section develops a platform from which the author struggles to re-formulate a new, more adaptable Halakhic 
structure. In the second part, “Abraham’s Argument: Reclaiming Judaism’s Moral Tradition,” we find newer 
essays. These emphasize Hartman’s argument that ancient traditions must recognize (and sometimes accede 
to) contemporary reality. In “Abraham’s Argument: Empowerment, Defeat, and the Religious Personality,” 
Hartman describes the role of Abraham in the Akeda and the story of Sodom. Rather than accepting the docile 
Patriarch who would sacrifice his son, Hartman sides with the questioning man who wishes to save a city. 
Another essay, “My Daughter is not my Mother: Rethinking the Role of Women in Traditional Judaism”, is an 
expansion of his analysis in The God Who Hates Lies. There are also statements on Kaplan and Heschel, exploring 
Hartman’s agreements and disagreements with these contemporary giants. Throughout this section, Hartman 
struggles with his teacher, Rav Soloveitchik, while acknowledging the Rav as the source of his questioning. 

Wherever we stand on the Jewish religious spectrum today, Rabbi Hartman has something to say to us. He asks 
some of the most important questions of our time, and offers powerful responses. Because he is passionate about 
the Jewish future and his writing is accessible to lay people, this volume should be considered by all synagogue 
and academic libraries. The Notes are extensive and fascinating, and the Bibliography and Index are useful. 

Fred Isaac, Temple Sinai, Oakland, CA

Herzfeld, Rabbi Shmuel. Fifty-Four Pick Up. Jerusalem, Israel: Gefen, 2012. 256 pp. $20.48. (9789652295583).
Rabbi Shmuel Herzfeld is the Rabbi of Ohev Sholom the National Synagogue, the oldest Orthodox synagogue 

in Washington, DC. He received rabbinic ordination from the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary of 
Yeshiva University and a Masters in Jewish History from Bernard Revel Graduate School of Yeshiva University. 
This work is a collection of “fifteen minute inspirational Torah lessons.” Arranged in order of each week’s torah 
portion, there is a chapter for each portion. The titles of each section draw you in right away as they are clever 
and provocative. Particularly successful chapter titles include, “Failure: it’s no big deal,” “If you want to sleep 
at night, give away your pillow,” and “Crowd Control.” Rabbi Herzfeld doesn’t shy away from tough topics 
such as, intermarriage, homosexuality, and war; his unique voice expresses an Orthodox mind set well. These 
chapters are entertaining and inspirational. The balanced mixture of textual references and personal thoughts is 
excellent. This book is recommended for Jewish libraries.

Debbie Feder, Director, Library Resource Center, Ida Crown Jewish Academy, Chicago, IL
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Instone-Brewer, David. Traditions of the Rabbis from the Era of the New Testament. Volume 2a : Feasts and 
Sabbaths : Passover and Atonement. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2011. 382 pp. $62.00. (9780802847638).  

Recently, AJL Reviews looked at The Jewish Annotated New Testament (AJL Reviews V.II No.2, May/June 2012, 
p.35). This series is the mirror image of that work, with this volume covering the first five tractates of Mo’ed. 
Instone-Brewer translates excerpts of these tractates that illustrate Jewish practice in the 2nd Temple era. His 
commentary concentrates on the dating of these passages and how they inform his reading of the Christian 
Bible.  While this represents considerable scholarship, it is written for a Christian audience and there are far more 
appropriate works (both traditional and academic) for Jewish institutions. Instone-Brewer attempts to elucidate 
passages of the Christian Bible through a reading of the Mishnah—this would be the most interesting aspect of the 
work for those already familiar with rabbinic literature. A good introduction to Talmud for Christian scholars. 

Daniel Scheide, Librarian, Wimberly Library, Florida Atlantic University, Boca Raton, FL; RAS President, AJL

Israeli, Raphael.  The Oslo Idea:  The Euphoria of Failure.   New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 
2012.  244 pp. $34.95. (9781412846110).

Entering into the Oslo Accords was certainly one of the most fateful diplomatic decisions made by the State 
of Israel.  Dr. Israeli of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem argues that it was a stupendous blunder.  This is not 
a dry scholarly tome but a mixture of polemics and insight with an almost stream of consciousness style that 
is certainly lively, despite some repetitiveness and a number of typographical errors.  Though I do not doubt 
the accuracy of his facts, one could wish for more endnotes.  Dr. Israeli considers various aspects of the Oslo 
Accords and their consequences, including some not commonly dealt with such as the possible environmental 
dangers posed by an Arab state west of the Jordan, the change in tactics Israel has had to undergo to deal 
with asymmetrical warfare, and the fact that the Palestinian charter completely negating Zionism has not been 
amended as has often been claimed.  This vigorous critique is not without flaws, but it would make a good 
addition to collections dealing with the modern State of Israel.

Shmuel Ben-Gad, Gelman Library, George Washington University.

Itzhaki, Yedidya. The Uncovered Head: Jewish Culture New Perspectives. Translated by Nahum Steigman. 
Newark, DE: University of Delaware Press, 2011. 257 pp. $70.00. (9781611490367).

Multi-faceted Yedidya Itzhaki delves into the philosophy of secular Jewish culture in this academically-
geared work. Itzhaki seeks to understand and explain the boundaries and relationship between secular and 
religious Judaism by presenting the rich cultural heritage and history of the Jewish people. The Haskalah, Jewish 
enlightenment, is presented as the turning point in the development of secular/religious thought in which new 
expressions of secular Jewish culture were able to develop and grow. By tracing historical narratives, and biblical 
and rabbinic sources, Itzaki directs his readers to learn about the various Jewish groups and cultural influences of 
yesterday and today, including those of Hasidut and secularism (and the various nuances in between), Zionism, 
Jewish and Israeli literary traditions and the Diaspora.  Providing an excellent overview of the development of 
Judaism, Jewish thought, literature and culture, Itzhaki aims his work at the academic world. This book will 
primarily benefit collections focusing on religion, Jewish studies, secular studies and cultural history.

Tina Weiss, Senior Associate Librarian, Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, New York

Kertesz, Imre. The Holocaust as Culture. Translated by Thomas Cooper. London, New York, Calcutta: 
Seagull Books, 2011. 78 pp. $15.00. (9780857420220). 

Imre Kertesz is a Hungarian author of Jewish descent, a Holocaust survivor, and recipient of the 2002 Nobel 
Prize in Literature. Kertesz claims that those who do not understand the organic connections between the roots 
of the Holocaust and the society in which it happened cannot give the Holocaust artistic representation (he 
has criticized Steven Spielberg for making Schindler’s List for that reason). The Holocaust as Culture is the text of 
an address delivered in 1992 in Vienna, and it is the conclusion of a thin volume that includes an introduction 
written by the translator, Thomas Cooper, as well as a conversation between Cooper and Kertesz.

The author refers to the Holocaust as a subculture “a spiritual and emotional community bound by a cult-like 
mentality”, whose members are the intellectuals who lived through it, and were haunted by the possibility that the 
perpetrators, the enemy (who was of the SAME culture), were right, “for is power not always right?” (p. 62). Kertesz 
offers his own reflections on being a survivor, and how to find meaning again in the same culture that attempted 

Reviews of Nonfiction Titles for Adults



AJL Reviews November/December 201226

to strip him, and artists like him, of their ability to pursue their intellectual goals, and therefore their humanity.
Although the book defies categorization, it certainly belongs in libraries collecting in the areas of post-Holocaust 
intellectual and artistic reflections.

Dr. Yaffa Weisman, Director, The Frances-Henry Library, HUC-JIR, Los Angeles

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, Barbara, Shandler, Jeffrey, editors. Anne Frank Unbound; Media, Imagination, 
Memory. Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2012. x,410 pp. illus., notes, musicography, 
videography, index. $29.00. (9780253007391), eBook $23.99. (9780253007551). 

The editors of this compendium have brought together a vast amount of material about Anne Frank and her 
diary, based on a colloquium held in 2005 by the Working Group on Jews, Media and Religion of the Center 
for Religion and Media at New York University. More than six decades since Anne Frank’s diary was first 
published, in over 60 languages and in many editions and formats, Anne Frank has become, in the words of the 
editors, “the Anne Frank phenomenon.” Starting with the story of Anne Frank herself—the adolescent hidden 
in a room with family and strangers, in constant fear of discovery and deportation, a serious writer with only 
her diary as confidant—the diary has since been turned into several plays and read by thousands of people all 
over the world. It has inspired artists to create plays, musical works, novels, jokes both tasteful and repulsive, 
paintings and sculptures. In painstaking detail, these creative efforts are here described and discussed. The style 
of writing is academic rather than popular, and its readership will most likely be limited to serious students of 
the Holocaust and of the effect of persecution on minorities, particularly adolescents. The book is recommended 
for large academic libraries and Holocaust collections. 

Susanne M. Batzdorff, Librarian, retired. Celia Gurevitch Library, Congregation Beth Ami, Santa Rosa, CA. 

Kornbluth, Doron. Cremation or Burial? A Jewish View. Jerusalem: Mosaica Press, 2012. 192 pp. $14.99.
(9781937887018).

Although there is a question mark in the title, there is no question in the mind of the author about the 
appropriate manner of dealing with the Jewish deceased.  In this work, Kornbluth attempts to create a guide to 
convince Jews to choose a traditional Jewish burial. He raises some of the most common reasons for choosing 
cremation and refutes each idea. Kornbluth discusses the cost of burial versus cremation, environmental issues, 
the psychological issues of the mourners, and the spiritual concerns of the souls who have died. He includes 
sample letters that parents and children could write to each other expressing their wishes for a Jewish burial. 
Written from a deeply personal point of view, this book would have been strengthened by adding scholarly 
references.  For traditional Jews, this book is probably not necessary while less traditional Jews would expect a 
more even-handed discussion.

Sheryl Stahl, Senior Associate Librarian, Frances-Henry Library, HUC-JIR Los Angeles

Kraemer, Joel L. and Wechsler, Michael G., editors. Pesher Nahhum: Texts and Studies in Jewish History and 
Literature from Antiquity through the Middle Ages Presented to Norman (Nahum) Golb.  (Studies in Ancient 
Oriental Civilization, 66) Chicago: The Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago, 2012. 359 pp.  $49.95. 
(9781885923875).

Professor Golb, in his research on the Dead Sea Scrolls and on the Jews of Medieval Europe, has often 
drawn conclusions that are not within the consensus of scholarship.  There are surprisingly few articles on these 
subjects in this volume. Anthony Tomasino, in “An Aramaic Apocalypse (4Q246) and the Perils of Premature 
Consensus,” questions the standard understanding of the line “He shall be designated the son of God; they shall 
call him the son of the Most High.” He argues that this text cannot be used as evidence that an expectation of the 
messiah was common among Jews at the time of Jesus.

Most of this festschrift relates to Golb’s third area of interest: Judaeo-Arabic and the Genizah. Several 
very interesting articles deal with the Biblical commentaries of Karaites and of Saadia Gaon.  Meira Polliack’s 
“Historicizing Prophetic Literature: Yefet ben ‘Eli’s Commentary on Hosea and Its Relationship to al-Qumisi’s 
Pitron” discusses Yefet’s general approach to Biblical commentary and how it relates to earlier Karaite scholarship. 
Recommended for all academic Judaica collections.

Jim Rosenbloom, Brandeis University; Past President of AJL
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Krasner, Jonathan. The Benderly Boys and American Jewish Education. Waltham, MA: Brandeis University 
Press, 2011, 512 pp. $39.95. (9781584659839).

Jonathan Krasner’s detailed book recounts the complex story of how Samson Benderly and his acolytes set 
about transforming Jewish education in the United States in the first half of the twentieth century. Benderly is 
a known figure in Jewish education, acknowledged for his modern, progressive theories and for his mantra 
of community responsibility. Less well known, perhaps, is how exactly he set about training a generation of 
teachers, principals and leaders, collectively regarded as ‘The Benderly Boys’ (which included female devotees) 
and creating the various local and national organizations with which he and his ‘boys’ became associated. 
Included here too are engaging biographical portraits of the ‘boys’ themselves. Not merely chronological in 
structure nor simply biographical in its approach, Krasner’s engaging work includes a close examination of how 
Benderly’s distinct pedagogical approach dealt with the challenge of assimilation posed by the larger American 
institutions and wider culture, alongside the opposition encountered from internal traditionalist elements. The 
setbacks that occurred are faithfully narrated alongside the triumphs. Apart from a slight over-emphasis on New 
York communities and organizations, this is a meticulously researched historical account of the development 
of the American Jewish education system. The Benderly Boys is both highly informative and readable; it will be 
well placed in academic libraries and particularly those collections with a focus on American Jewish history. 

Rebecca J. W. Jefferson, Isser and Rae Price Library of Judaica, University of Florida, Gainesville, FL

Langer, Irving. The Kosher Grapevine: Exploring the World of Fine Wine. Jerusalem: Gefen Publishing, 2012. 
150 pp. $34.95. (9789652295736).

Irving Langer, CEO of a real estate firm, has researched wine and written a beautifully photographed 
coffee table size book about fine kosher wines. Langer defines terms often used by wine aficionados in easy to 
understand language.  He divides wine into three categories, dry, bubbly and sweet and gives examples of wines 
in each category. Ten tips on how to taste wine, how to store wine and food-wine parings are especially useful to 
the wine tasting novice. In the last chapters of the book Langer brings sources from the Mishna and the Gemara 
to argue that our sages drank dry wine, not the sweet, heavy wine that we call Kiddush wine.  Included in the 
book is an extensive glossary of wine terns, Hebrew terms and a map of the wine producing regions of Israel.  
The full contact details of the wineries in Israel can be found in the appendix to the book. The different varieties 
of kosher wines produced in countries other than Israel,  such as France, Australia, and Germany are also rated. 
The Kosher Grapevine is recommended for all synagogue and public libraries whose patrons are interested in 
learning how to appreciate, choose and store fine wines.

Ilka Gordon, Aaron Garber Library, Cleveland, OH

Leonard, Miriam.  Socrates and the Jews:  Hellenism and Hebraism from Moses Mendelssohn to Sigmund 
Freud.  Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012. 264 pp. $45.00. (9780226472478).

This is quite an interesting intellectual history, a study of a narrow, somewhat esoteric subject.  It explores how 
Europeans compared Jews and ancient Greeks during the Enlightenment and afterwards.  The thinkers discussed 
here include Jews and Gentiles, and the comparison between Jews and Greeks is variously interpreted and used.  
For example, some European thinkers saw continuity between Athens and Christianity and thus, to a greater or 
lesser extent sought to de-Judaize the latter.  However, Nietzsche saw Christianity as a continuation of Judaism 
(as well as prefigured by certain strains in ancient Greece) and condemned both.  Dr. Leonard (University College, 
London) relates the various comparisons to relevant political questions of the day such as the nature of the liberal 
state.  She makes use of secondary literature as well as the primary texts.  For larger academic collections.

Shmuel Ben-Gad, Gelman Library, George Washington University.

Leuchter, Mark A. and Hutton, Jeremy M., editors. Levites and Priests in Biblical History and Tradition. 
(Ancient Israel and its Literature, 9) Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2011. 257 pp. $31.95. (9781589836068).

This collection of articles shows that in antiquity the Levites were the chief purveyors of scribal exegesis, 
and served as judges and musicians. With the passing of time the importance of the Levites receded as other 
political groups sought the authority to control tradition.  However, the preeminent characteristic of the Jewish 
intellectual, sacred, and scribal tradition was still Levitical. The movement from preservation of memory via 
orality to scribal textual authority and to later tradition in general is one in which the impact of the Levitical 
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contribution is unique, disproportionately influential, and still seen in later derivative Judaism.
This book raises questions such as: At what point does a firm distinction between priest and Levite emerge 

in Israelite religion? Who is responsible for creating this distinction, and what purpose does it serve? How does 
such a division in rank or typology reflect the larger sociopolitical trends implicit in the biblical sources?  The 
articles explore the place of priests and Levites in relation to the cult, kinship, literacy, sexual politics and 
gendered space, warfare, mythology, administration, and other components of Israelite life from a multitude 
of perspectives, demonstrating the benefit of interdisciplinary approaches.  The volume serves as a point of 
departure for future research of ancient Near Eastern Religion, the role the tribe of Levi plays in their own 
socio-cultural universe, and their impact on subsequent authors and audiences. Recommended for academic 
collections in Bible, the ancient Near East or Judaica.

Dr. David B. Levy, Touro College

Mark, Peter and Horta, José da Silva. The Forgotten Diaspora: Jewish Communities in West Africa and the 
Making of the Atlantic World. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011. 262 pp. $88.00. (9780521192866). 

This book traces the development of two Portuguese Sephardic communities along Senegal’s Petite Côte in the 
early seventeenth century, which included Marranos, “New Christians,” and Jewish refugees, as well as persons 
of mixed Portuguese-African extraction — offspring of unions with local women or actual converts to Judaism. 
Away from the Inquisition, many settlers openly returned to their faith, while others considered themselves 
dually Jewish and Portuguese or shrewdly manipulated fluid national identities. Under the protection of Muslim 
rulers, these communities flourished. Among their commercial activities was the blade weapons trade, a catalyst 
in continental warfare, and the indirect sale of slaves and illegal supply of swords to West African markets. 
Members of these communities later resettled in Amsterdam, where they integrated into Sephardic communities 
and influenced relations between local black and white Jews.

The authors rely on extensive research, including contemporary documents and artifacts such as “Luso-
African” ivories, to prove the existence of a thriving culture in a region seemingly remote from mainstream 
Jewish life. By examining the mutual exchanges between artisans and merchants in Europe, Morocco, and even 
Scandinavia, the authors argue convincingly for the Jews’ economic and political role in Sub-Saharan history. 
Also fascinating is the mention of black Jews or persons of mixed descent in seventeenth-century Amsterdam. 

There are extensive footnotes, engravings, and reproductions of local handiwork, as well as two appendices 
– the first a “Who’s Who” of local Jewish traders, the second a chronology of governmental proceedings (and 
persecutions) against the local Jewish communities. Recommended for academic libraries, particularly those 
with African as well as Jewish Studies collections; this book fills a void in an overlooked area and population.

Hallie Cantor, Yeshiva University, New York, NY 

Martens, Bob. The Destroyed Synagogues of Vienna: Virtual City Walks. Vienna: Lit Verlag Fresnostr, 2012. 
256 pp. $19.76. (9783643901705).

The Destroyed Synagogues of Vienna digitally recreates the synagogues that were destroyed on Kristallnacht, 
November 9, 1938. Most of the twenty three synagogues depicted were built in the 1800s. Each synagogue is 
shown in relation to the street where it was located. The computer-generated three dimensional photographs of 
each synagogue are reconstructed according to the original plans used to get permission to build the synagogue. 
The color photographs of both the interior and exterior of the synagogues capture the majesty, grandeur and 
beauty of each building. Additional information given is the seating capacity, who owned the synagogue and 
what is in its place today. The Destroyed Synagogues of Vienna is a small paperback edition translated from 
German by Roderick o’Donovan. The digital photographs are so beautiful and interesting that they cry out to be 
reproduced in an oversize coffee table book. It is heartbreaking to realize what the Jewish world lost forever in 
one night of brutal violence. Highly recommended for the holocaust and architecture collections of all libraries. 

Ilka Gordon, Aaron Garber Library, Cleveland, OH

Matut, Diana. Dichtung und Musik im fruehneuzeitlichen Aschkenas (Studies in Jewish history and culture, 
vol. 29). Leiden: Brill, 2011. (2 vols.) $334.00. (vol 1: 9789004205987), (vol. 2: 9789004205994). 

This monumental set of Ashkenazi poetry and music from the late 16th and early 17th centuries is based on 
two manuscripts, one from the Bodleian Library and the other from Frankfurt am Main. The editor believes that 
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they are from the same writer (“aus der Feder desselben Schreibers”).
The first volume comprises texts in German, Yiddish and Romanized Yiddish, with German translations. 

The genres include folk poetry, ballads, historical and religious poetry, love and dance songs, Purim songs and 
parodies. The editor discusses handwriting, dating and watermarks, and has included a color facsimile of the 
title page. Matut has organized the material according to the order in which the songs and poetry appear in the 
original Oxford text and has supplied a critical apparatus. In the indexes she arranges the material alphabetically 
by transliterated Latinized German characters and again separately by Yiddish/Hebrew characters. It 
contains name and geographical indexes, as well as a Hebrew and Aramaic glossary of key terms. The second 
volume contains Matut’s commentary. It includes a section reconstructing the musical melodies of the Yiddish 
folk songs (p.63) using sheet musical notation, as well as maps, bibliographical references and indexes. 

Matut applies lexicographical precision and thoroughness, while capturing the spirit of the music of the poetry 
and songs.  The songs evoke powerful moods, expectations of hope, Romantic restlessness and yearning, and they 
are rich in allusions to Biblical themes. Matut combines exact attention to detail with an ability to reveal the bigger 
picture. Indeed, all the parts of this work fit together like a sublime clockwork. Recommended for all research 
libraries, German Jewish studies departments, Yiddishists, and those interested in Ashkenazic culture.

Dr. David B Levy, Touro College

Miron, Guy. The Waning of Emancipation: Jewish History, Memory and the Rise of Fascism in Germany, 
France, and Hungary. Detroit, MI: Wayne State University Press, 2011. 308 pp. $49.95. (9780814334706).

There perhaps is no better collection of European states to use as a microcosm of the background to anti-
Semitism than Germany, France, and Hungary, a selection for which Miron is to be credited. The author, an 
associate professor for Jewish history at the Schechter Institute of Jewish Studies in Jerusalem, was able to conduct 
archival research into each of the subject countries, detailing the historical background and development of the 
respective national Jewish communities and their relationship to the dominant Christian population controlling 
the values that always held Jews at a distance.  He provides a cogent comparative theoretical perspective on the 
social and economic factors that led to the appearance of fascism in western and central Europe and the residual 
impact on Jews. This is a densely informative history of the transformation of the liberal approach to Jews 
following the Napoleonic era to the economic traumas of the 20th century and the development of fascism.  Here 
is a book for the well-educated reader with some background in European Jewish history.

Sanford R. Silverburg, Catawba College, Salisbury, NC

Mokhtari, Fariborz. In the Lion’s Shadow: the Iranian Schindler and His Homeland in the Second World War. 
Stroud, Gloucestershire: The History Press, 2012. 176 pp. $19.95. (9780752486383).

This book describes the efforts of a junior Iranian diplomat in Paris during WWII to save Iranian Jews living 
in France from the Nazi “Final Solution”. Remaining the sole Iranian representative in Paris from October 1940 
on, junior diplomat Abdol-Hossein Sardari (1914-1981) used his legal background, understanding of German 
mentality, and acquaintance with German diplomats to help Iranian Jews. He argued that Iranian Jews were not 
similar to European Jews, but indeed Aryans, as were Iranians in general, who belonged to groups known as 
“Mousaique” or “Djuguten” which followed certain aspects of the Mosaic religion. Saedari provided German 
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authorities with lists of several dozen people belonging to these categories, and indeed they were saved. He 
made use of some 500-1,000 blank Iranian passports, very likely to save Iranian Jews, and possibly other Jews, 
since German documents suggest that he managed to exempt 2,400 Jews from Nazi racial laws—a number 
considerably higher than the total number of Iranian Jews residing in France at the time. The book is very 
detailed regarding Sardari’s life and personality, several of the Iranian Jews he helped, and Iranian history. 
Nonetheless, it is difficult to follow the actual activities of Sardari in favor of the Jews and precise numbers. 
The book includes illustrations, detailed endnotes and an index but no bibliography which makes it difficult to 
identify sources. Despite its shortcomings, this book sheds light on the little known efforts by a representative of 
a Muslim regime to save Jews during WWII.

Rachel Simon, Princeton University, Princeton, NJ

Moscato,Judah. Sermons. Edition and Translation, vol. 2. (Studies in Jewish History and Culture 26/2) Edited 
by Gianfranco Miletto and Giuseppe Veltri. Leiden & Boston: Brill, 2011. 638 pp. $257 (9789004219328)
Rabbi Judah Moscato and the Jewish Intellectual World of Mantua in the 16th-17th Centuries. (Studies in 
Jewish History and Culture, 35) Edited by Giuseppe Veltri and Gianfranco Miletto. Leiden & Boston: Brill, 
2012. 215 pp. $166.00. (9789004222250)

Mantua was an important center of Jewish culture during the Rennaisance. Rabbi Judah Moscato (1532/33-
1590) was one of its finest scholars. He is known for two major works. Nefutsot Yehudah is a collection of his 
sermons, and Kol Yehudah is his commentary on Yehudah ha-Levi’s Kuzari. 

Brill’s new scholarly edition and translation of the sermons (there will eventually be four volumes) is a 
major contribution to Jewish Renaissance studies. Even for someone who is comfortable with reading traditional 
Hebrew literature, this translation will be welcome. The editors identify the many references to both Jewish and 
Classical literature, and give brief but clear explanations when needed. The translation is also clear, and seems 
to accurately reflect the Hebrew text.

The accompanying volume is based on a 2009 conference. Marc Saperstein studies the preacher as eulogist, 
and Moshe Idel looks at how Kabbalah is reflected in Moscato’s commentary on the Kuzari. Bernard Dov 
Cooperman’s article “Amicitia and Hermeticism” tries to identify the audience for the sermons, and also looks 
at the social aspects of Moscato’s intellectual life. In this context, the table of contents and index are analyzed. 
Adam Shear looks at what books and manuscripts Moscato used. All of these articles add to our knowledge of 
Moscato’s beliefs and personality. About half of the book deals with other Jewish figures in Mantua.

This is but a taste of the many fine articles. Both books are recommended for academic collections in Judaica 
or the Renaissance.

Jim Rosenbloom, Judaica Librarian, Brandeis University; past president of AJL

Myers, Andrea. The Choosing: A Rabbi’s Journey from Silent Nights to High Holy Days. New Brunswick, NJ: 
Rutgers University Press, 2011. 185 pp. $19.95. (9780813549576).

There are now a number of rabbis whose paths are non-traditional and frequently surprising.  This is Rabbi 
Andrea Myers’ unique and frequently joyful story. It begins with her parents’ mixed marriage – her mother was 
a Sicilian Catholic and her father a German Lutheran.  
Andrea Myers realized fairly early in her life that she was different. She argued her way through her religious 
education, frustrating her teachers. When it was time to choose a college, she picked Brandeis, not realizing 
that it was heavily Jewish.  Once there, she was attracted by Jewish practice but bewildered by the variety of 
experiences. After graduating, she spent a year in Israel, struggling with the language and living as a seeker and 
student.  Returning to New York, she enrolled in the independent Academy of Jewish Religion (AJR), where 
she studied for the rabbinate.  At the same time, this is the story of a lesbian and her life in the 1980s and ‘90s, as 
the world emerged – sometimes with difficulty – into acceptance and community. The stories about her and her 
partner (who is also a rabbi) in their everyday and professional lives provides a useful backdrop and alternative 
for lay readers. The author’s compassion and her fully rounded view of life are refreshing, and her writing style 
is easy to read.

There have been a number of autobiographies of younger (mostly female) rabbis over the past few years. 
Those libraries that have not purchased any of them should consider this one. Libraries that have an interest in 
the mainstreaming of the LGBT community should also consider it.  
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Fred Isaac, Temple Sinai, Oakland, CA
Negev, Eilat and Yehuda Koren. The First Lady of Fleet Street: the Life of Rachel Beer: Crusading Heiress and 
Newspaper Pioneer. New York: Bantam Books, 2011. 349 pp. $30.00. (9780553807431).

Many books reviewed here are published by Jewish Publishers; this book, however, is produced by a prominent 
mainstream publisher and obviously written for a number of different audiences. The work opens dramatically 
with an account of the procedure whereby Rachel Beer’s family had her declared insane. The heroine belonged 
to the well-known Sefardi Sassoon family and married Julius Beer, a descendant of a prominent Jewish-German 
family. His mother was non-Jewish, and she had herself baptized prior to marriage.

Beer owned two British Sunday newspapers, The Observer and The Sunday Times. After their marriage, his 
wife edited The Observer and he edited The Sunday Times. When he fell ill, Rachel Beer took over The Sunday 
Times as well. After her husband died, she apparently suffered a nervous breakdown and was declared insane.

The authors’ main concern is with the status of women in Britain in the nineteenth century and the mechanics 
of editing a newspaper. Of special interest for the Jewish reader is the early history of the two families and 
especially Rachel’s involvement in the Dreyfus affair.

Julius Beer may have been a close friend of the Prince of Wales, but the sad price of his social prominence 
was assimilation.  Equally depressing is the fact that the heroine’s complete breakdown after her husband’s death 
seems to cancel out her achievements for women’s rights. The book is of marginal interest for the Jewish reader.

Chaim Seymour, Bar-Ilan University, Israel

Ostrer, Harry. Legacy: a Genetic History of the Jewish People. New York: Oxford University Press, 2012. 264 
pp. $24.95. (9780195379617).

Dr. Ostrer, a professor of pathology and Genetics at the Albert Einstein College of Medicine and Director 
of Genetic and Genomic testing at Montefiore Medical Center, presents in his book the results of more than 25 
years of genetic research. The author explains how, in fact, there is a biological basis for Jewishness, resulting in 
a distinctive genetic signature of the Jews. Ostrer traces a century of physical anthropology and genetic research, 
including the contradictory belief of different researchers. His goal has been to understand the history of the 
Jews from their genomes and the genetic basis for diseases among Jewish people. As a co-founder of the Jewish 
HapMap Project—a collaborative endeavor of Albert Einstein College of Medicine, New York University School 
of Medicine and Jewish communities to understand the structure of the genomes in Jewish populations—Dr. 
Ostrer, together with his colleagues, demonstrated that the Jewish population from the major Jewish Diaspora 
groups, form a distinctive population cluster, closely related to Semitic and European populations. Furthermore, 
these studies demonstrated that the history of the Jewish Diaspora can be traced in the genomes of the Jewish 
people, with its founding during the classical era and the proselytism of the local population. This was followed 
by genetic isolation during the rise of Christianity and Islam, and a combination of genes with some groups 
following the emigration of Sephardic Jews during the Inquisition. 

Although intended for the general reader, this book can be dense and specialized. Other recent books in this 
subject, like Jon Entine Abraham’s Children: Race, Identity, and the DNA of the Chosen People and David Goldstein’s 
Jacob’s Legacy: A Genetic View of Jewish History, weave together a narrative of history and genetics, making these 
books more accessible. Nevertheless, Legacy is strongly recommended for all academic libraries.

Sonia Smith, McGill University, Montreal

Pekar, Harvey. Not the Israel My Parents Promised Me. New York: Hill and Wang, 2012. 172 pp. $24.95.
(9780809094820).

Not the Israel is an ambitious dialogue between writer Harvey Pekar and illustrator JT Waldman, in which 
Pekar tries to distill information from books and conversations with friends into a condensed narrative of Israel 
and world Jewry from Biblical times to the present. As with other Pekar stories, the author recalls relevant 
incidents from different eras of his own life making the work a mixture of national history, personal memoir, 
and political commentary. 

A valid criticism of the book, which Pekar addresses in its pages, is that he had never visited Israel in person; 
while being an “outsider” allows him certain objectivity, it also limits his knowledge to what he has gleaned from 
secondary and tertiary sources. At times, Waldman (who lived in Israel before and during the second Intifada) 
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needs to interject to try to balance Pekar’s opinions. Pekar defends his lack of direct knowledge by positing that 
everyone has a right to an opinion and informs the reader that he “reads a lot”. As if to literally illustrate this, 
most of the book takes place in a bookstore and a library branch where Pekar and Waldman are researching 
the book. Unfortunately, the book contains no bibliography to indicate which works Pekar has read (although 
dedicated Pekar fans are aware of his fondness for Joe Sacco’s Palestine and one of the book’s unsubstantiated 
quotes is obviously from a book by Nahum Goldmann).

Waldman’s fabulous artistic style morphs from one section to another, evoking the time and locality being 
described. This book is recommended for fans of the works of either JT Waldman or Harvey Pekar. For others, it 
will be a great complement to other graphic books on Israel which are more subjective and/or better referenced, 
e.g. Cargo : Comic Journalism : Israel, Germany and How to Understand Israel in Sixty days or Less.

Steven M. Bergson, Toronto, ON, Canada

Peretz Elkins, Rabbi Dov. Simple Actions for Jews to Help Green the Planet: Jews, Judaism, and the 
Environment. Charleston South Carolina: Createspace, 2011. 274 pp. $17.99. (9781463777654).

Rabbi Dov Peretz Elkins, previous winner of the National Jewish Book Award for World Lost and Found, 
explores the world of “Going Green” and its connection to Jewish values and tradition.  A strong, useful resource, 
it is divided into ten sections. Titles of some of these sections include The Basics, Bal Tashchit, Connect with 
Creation, Sustainable and Jewish Eating, and Build a Green Jewish Community. Each section is meant to address 
a different aspect of a greener lifestyle. The first section, The Basics, was truly basic. This section has material 
that most people now know. While groundwork does need to be laid, it can be taxing on a well-informed reader. 
After that section, the work gains strength and depth. Part of this book’s uniqueness, is the connection made 
between Jewish texts and traditions and the modern “green” movement. There are a myriad of Jewish sources 
that support a greener lifestyle. It was motivating and empowering to have some of these sources laid out so 
clearly. Another strength of this book is its workbook element:  each section has some action points and questions 
with spaces to write down specifics and keep track of information. There is substantial back matter, including 
a list of organizations, websites, and a bibliography. This book is recommended for and would be especially 
useful to synagogues and community centers interested in starting a “Green Living” initiative.  

Debbie Feder, Director, Library Resource Center, Ida Crown Jewish Academy, Chicago, IL

Picard, Ariel. הלכה בעולם חדש: שיח רבני בחברה מודרנית Halacha in a New World: Rabbinic Discourse in Modern 
Society. Jerusalem: Shalom Hartman Institute, 2012. 279 pp. (9789650720216) (Hebrew).

Tracts of Halakhah (Jewish law) are stereotypically viewed as dense, obscure and irrelevant. In fact, they 
often contain impassioned debates over issues that were, in their time, of immediate and burning significance. 
Relatively little scholarship has been devoted to this topic, but some important work has been done in recent 
years – especially on 20th century developments. Ariel Picard has written a cultural criticism of modern 
Halakhists (including a book about Rabbi Ovadia Yosef), and in Halacha in a New World he surveys eight areas 
that have developed in interesting ways in the modern period. Many of these topics have already been discussed 
extensively by others (e.g., Avi Sagi and Zvi Zohar in their book on conversion, or the many tracts on the Heter 
Mekhirah published in waves every seven years). The strength and original contribution of Picard’s work is his 
analysis of recent events. Discussing debates between rabbis that were thrashed out in print and online in the 
past decade, Picard emphasizes the central and often explicit role that ideology plays in contemporary Halakhic 
literature. A rabbi’s attitude towards basic questions like the nature of nationalism or the function of marriage 
has a direct influence on his position as to whether civil marriage between Jewish spouses requires a divorce 
or how (if at all) Russian immigrants to the State of Israel can be converted to Judaism. The vast majority of 
rabbis whose opinions are mentioned in the book are Orthodox, though Conservative rabbis are mentioned 
occasionally and are the focus of the last chapter.

The emphasis in Picard’s work is on ideology. Although he often mentions other variables that influence 
Halakhic decision-making, including geographic location and social context, he tends to gloss over these. The 
nuts and bolts of the Halakhic discussion itself, even when these lie at the center of debate, are usually left out 
or are consigned to footnotes. This often makes the rabbinic debate seem facile. However, it also makes Picard’s 
book accessible to a wide audience unfamiliar with Talmudic terminology, thus opening it to anyone interested 
in contemporary Orthodoxy and in the dynamics of modern religion.
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Pinchas Roth, Tikvah Scholar, NYU Tikvah Center.
Polachek, Shlomo. The Biblical Outlook : Topics in Jewish Philosophy. Translation by Shmuel Himelstein. 
Jerusalem: Penina Press, 2012. 463 pp. $29.95. (9781936068272).

Matthew Arnold, a nineteenth century critic, wrote a work entitled Culture and Anarchy, in which he 
distinguished between what he called “Hebraism” and “Hellenism”. The term “Hebraism” was defined as strict 
obedience to a moral code whereas in “Hellenism” the approach was intellectual. The Greeks were the first to 
build structured philosophies. The Classical Jewish approach was to structure a way of life through rules and 
by example.

The Hebrew original of The Biblical Outlook appeared in 2004. The author’s intention was to take the existing 
Jewish sources and to restructure them by subject. The “Greek” logical structure is superimposed upon the 
“Hebraic” sources. The chapter headings include: “God’s attributes”, “Revelation”, etc. and the chapters are 
further sub-divided into well-known philosophical categories. The sources are quoted verbatim or paraphrased. 
There are summaries at the end of each chapter.

It is not clear if the Hebrew version is more successful, but the English version leaves a lot to be desired. 
The translator prefers an antiquated Bible translation and very often his (or the original) sentence structure 
is unsatisfactory. The author has collected a variety of sources and quotes from them without distinguishing 
between them; for example, he juxtaposes Ezechiel, Exodus and Proverbs (p. 292), where Proverbs could hardly 
be considered an ideal source for Jewish theology. The book’s only index is by source; a good general index 
is lacking. The collection of different sources by subject may be a useful reference tool in certain restricted 
circumstances, but this work is only a beginning.

Chaim Seymour, Bar-Ilan University, Israel

Pludwinski, Izzy. Mastering Hebrew Calligraphy. New Milford, CT: Toby Press, 2012. 194 pp. $39.95. 
(9781592643417).

Izzy Pludwinski has been a calligrapher for over thirty years. Based in Jerusalem, he teaches calligraphy as 
well as working as a freelance calligrapher and lecturer. Many readers will recognize his work from various 
Haggadot (such as the Moriah Haggadah).

The author’s stated intention of this book is to “present [the reader] with sound fundamentals and useful 
techniques. But I also hope it will inspire you and open your eyes to see things differently. In so doing, you not 
only learn an art but are also changed by it.”  My experience with this book has proven this true. Whether you 
are a beginner looking for a start or an experienced calligrapher looking to expand into Hebrew lettering, this 
book will provide you with the terms, techniques and scripts to assist you in your artistic journey. Even if you 
have no plans on taking up calligraphy, discussions of graphics, spacing, brush strokes and color will give the 
reader an added appreciation of the Hebrew lettering they may encounter. Pludwinski generously showcases 
the works of various artists and calligraphers throughout the book. In addition, there are chapters on ketubot 
and on analyzing historical manuscripts which will be of special interest to the Judaica librarian or archivist. 

Bibliographical references are made for further reading in specialized areas. Very nicely reproduced color illustrations 
are found throughout the volume which greatly assists the visual learner. Highly recommended for all libraries.

Suzanne Smailes, Head of Technical Services, Wittenberg University Library, Springfield, OH

Raphael, Israeli. Blood Libel and its Derivatives: The Scourge of Anti-Semitism. New Brunswick, NJ and 
London: Transaction Publishers, 2012. 255 pp. $39.95. (9781412842716).

Except for a vague reference, there is no specific note of the originator of the blood libel, Thomas of Monmouth, 
who penned the Life and Miracles of St. Wilhelm of Norwich (1173); nor, surprisingly, of the infamous ritual murder 
of Raphaël Lévy in France in 1669.  Nevertheless, this is an informative and useful introduction to an important 
component of Christian developed European anti-Semitism. Israeli, a well-published author and sociologist is a 
professor of Islamic, Chinese and Middle Eastern history at the Hebrew University. In this brief tome, he covers 
the essential origins of this vicious myth that becomes part of the European Christian folk fabric at least during the 
Middle Ages. However, as Israeli points out, this egregious charge has become a regular component in rabid Islamic, 
anti-Israeli propaganda and hypocritically employed by Israel’s foes in the United Nations.  As is shown, some 
of the most brutal state purveyors of human rights violations have enjoyed privileged positions in international 
human rights organizations while simultaneously complaining about Jews and Israelis introducing poisons into 
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Palestinian water sources and killing Palestinian youth for their blood in order to produce matzah.  The author, 
to his credit, exposes the myth, but also how it has carried over to political commentary.  This is a marvelous 
introduction for Jewish youth to absorb in an attempt to block both misunderstanding and outright lies. 

Sanford R. Silverburg, Catawba College, Salisbury, NC

Rosen, Ruth. Called to controversy: The unlikely story of Moishe Rosen and the founding of Jews for Jesus. 
Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2012. 307 pp. $22.99. (9781595554918).

Most of the book details how Moishe Rosen, who knew little about his family’s religion, rejected Judaism and 
came to not only embrace Christianity (a religion he knew even less about), but studied to become a reverend 
and worked as a missionary. Rosen felt a need to identify with and belong to the Jewish people and – since he 
was born Jewish – never considered himself to have become Gentile. In this, he was not alone; he founded the 
organization Jews for Jesus (using a phrase he neither coined nor initially liked) and was assisted by others who 
had converted from Judaism.

Rosen had a sporadic Jewish education, partly taught by his father and partly through occasional cheder 
classes. Though his grandfather had been quite observant, Rosen’s family only attended synagogue for special 
events and was “plain Jewish” in their home. Rosen made references to Judaism having “many rules and 
procedures” which he didn’t seem to like or understand. When two different rabbis were approached to explain 
why he should reject Christianity, they were unable to convince him or Ceil (his wife). Rosen found that attending 
church was a more positive (albeit initially disorienting) experience than the synagogue services he had been to; 
the service was shorter, started and ended punctually, and most worshippers arrived on time and sat quietly. 
Also, there were no assigned seats (for those who were big donors).

Though there are some references to Christian books in the footnotes, there is no bibliography or any reference 
to materials critical of Rosen or Jews for Jesus. Although this book may be useful for Christian studies collections 
and for collections of material about missionaries, it is not recommended for Judaica collections.

Steven M. Bergson, Research Administrator, UJA Federation of Greater Toronto

Rubin, Barry. Israel: an Introduction. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012. 339 pp. $30.00. (9780300162301).  
This book, a project of the Global Research in International Affairs (GLORIA) Center, in Herzliya, Israel, 

presents a well-rounded, in-depth account of the history of Israel, from its foundation to the present day. 
With clear and updated information about Israeli society, government, politics, economic and culture, Rubin 
offers a unique introductory text for students and the general reader. The major attribute of this volume, is the 
inclusiveness of so many aspects of Israeli life. The text presents maps and graphics that are clear to understand, 
and each chapter is enriched with a lengthy bibliography. A chronology of Israel, and a detailed glossary and 
index, enable the reader to maximize access to the content. Easy to read and with vast information that is well 
organized, this book is recommended for all libraries.

Sonia Smith, McGill University, Montreal, Canada

Rudin, James. Cushing, Spellman, O’Connor: the Surprising Story of How Three American Cardinals 
Transformed Catholic-Jewish Relations. Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
2012. 147 pp. $18.00. (9780802865670).

Rabbi Rudin, who has been a prominent figure in interreligious dialogue since 1968, provides an insightful 
account of the role of the three Catholic cardinals in the positive advances in relations between Jews and Catholics. 
While fairly brief, the book presents some important details about the process of improved relations throughout the 
20th century. The book is divided into eight chapters, the longest being chapter six which details the evolution of the 
document Nostra Aetate which spearheaded recent advancements in Catholic-Jewish relations. The author explains 
the roles of Cardinals Cushing and Spellman in the development of this document, as well as Cardinal O’Connor’s 
efforts to put its precepts into practice. This book is recommended for any collection aimed at an adult audience.
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Arthur G. Quinn, St. Vincent de Paul Seminary, Boynton Beach, FL
Salamon, Michael J. Abuse in the Jewish Community: Religious and Communal Factors that Undermine the 
Apprehension of Offenders and the Treatment of Victims. Jerusalem: Urim Publishers, 2011. 141 pp. $23.95. 
(9789655240641).

A decade ago, it seemed as if the Catholic Church had a monopoly on sexual abuse scandals. Now, it seems 
that every week there is a new story about abuse in the Orthodox Jewish community. After defining a wide range 
of types of abuse, Dr. Michael Salamon digs to the roots of the problem, examining the challenges particular to 
working with ultra-Orthodox victims. Salamon explores halakhic, quasi-halakhic and cultural issues that may 
prevent victims from reporting their abuse . He also considers the difficulties inherent for therapists in working 
in these communities. Important both for community leaders as well as psychologists and social workers that 
deal with these communities.

Daniel Scheide, Librarian, Wimberly Library, Florida Atlantic University, Boca Raton, FL; RAS President, AJL

Sandweiss, Naomi. Jewish Albuquerque 1860-1960. Charleston: Arcadia Publishing (Images of America), 
2011. 127 pp. $21.99. (9780738579771).   

Resident-historian Naomi Sandweiss introduces Albuquerque to readers as a city with rapid growth and 
development subsequent to the Mexican-American War, and as a city with significant Jewish involvement in 
local politics and commercial enterprises. This photo-rich historical narrative provides a timeline of communal 
development, while setting the context of Jewish life in Albuquerque. The growth of the city and the importance 
of building Jewish communal centers play central stage within the work. Participation of the Jewish community 
in general community and political affairs is represented through photographs and accompanying narrative. 
Genealogy collections, collections focusing on small towns, Jewish life in America and historical societies will 
find this work a welcome addition.

Tina Weiss, Senior Associate Librarian, Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, New York.

Shamah, Moshe. Recalling the Covenant: a Contemporary Commentary on the Five Books of the Torah. 
Jersey City: KTAV, 2011. 1165 pp. $59.50. (9781602801844).

Rabbi Shamah is a pulpit rabbi, day school principal and founder of the Sephardic Institute. This Torah 
commentary incorporates archeological and literary evidence of the ancient Near East along with traditional 
rabbinic texts in an effort to uncover the peshat (plain sense) of the Bible. Also included are essays on Ruth, 
Esther and Jonah as well as a bibliography, glossary and in-depth indices. A welcome addition to synagogue and 
school libraries of all denominations. 
Daniel Scheide, Librarian, Wimberly Library, Florida Atlantic University, Boca Raton, FL; RAS President, AJL

Sherman, Joseph (ed.). From Revolution to Repression: Soviet Yiddish Writing, 1917-1952. Nottingham: Five 
Leaves Publications, 2012. 288 pp. (9781907869570).

This collection includes works by David Bergelson, David Hofshtein, Izi Kharik, Leib Kvitko, Peretz Markish, 
Der Nister, and H. Leivick. These Soviet Yiddish writers, except for Levick, are all associated with the tragic date 
of August 12, 1952, when leading Jewish writers and intellectuals were executed in Moscow’s Lubianka prison, 
victims of a Stalinist purge. The book was edited by the late Joseph Sherman and published posthumously with 
the help of Gennady Estraikh, with translations by Jordan Finkin, Sarah Ponichtera, Joseph Sherman, Heather 
Valencia and Seth L. Wolitz. 

Sherman’s introduction illuminates these important and innovative writers, as well as the tragic fate they shared 
with contemporaries like Solomon Mikhoels and the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee—a story still largely unknown 
outside of Yiddish- and Russian-reading audiences. Sherman follows Soviet Yiddish literature from revolutionary 
writings to the brief flowering of state-supported Yiddish culture. The collection features poets such as Leib Kvitko, 
with the original Yiddish text and Mark Chagall’s illustrations reprinted with the translation, and prose writers, 
such as modernist David Bergelson and his story “The Sculptor” about a partisan’s postwar return to his shtetl.

Helpfully, each piece includes the original dates of publication and lists the authors and translators (although at 
the end and not at the beginning, which I found a bit disorienting). The author biographies are extremely useful and 
could be further strengthened by bibliographies, which are perhaps beyond the scope of this volume. This important 
collection is recommended for all Jewish libraries and for libraries specializing in Soviet history and literature.
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Amanda Seigel, Dorot Jewish Division, New York Public Library
Soldat-Jaffe, Tatjana. Twenty-first Century Yiddishism: Language, Identity, and the New Jewish Studies. 
Brighton: Sussex Academic Press, 2012. 178 pp. index $52.61. (9781845194062).

This ambitious, thought-provoking work examines the socio-linguistic implications and ideological 
debates surrounding Yiddish education today. Dr. Soldat-Jaffe presents and analyzes three arenas of Yiddish 
pedagogy: home study among Haredi Jewish children in London, and academic study in the United States and 
in Germany. 

Each arena has its own complications, which the author discusses in detail, noting that Yiddish language 
learning today defies many established categories. Yiddish variously reinforces the native, daily language of 
Haredi children in London; renews the roots of American university students; and connects non-Jews (especially 
Germans) to Jewish culture. Academic learning is not sufficient to provide a true cultural immersion, and the use 
of Yiddish in the klezmer scene is often superficial. Curiously, both Haredi and secular Yiddish pedagogues have 
promoted Yiddish as a way of fighting assimilation and strengthening Jewish identity, while German students 
of Yiddish seek a connection with Eastern European culture and a rejection of collective memory and guilt.  

This is a welcome contribution to the field of Yiddish and socio-linguistics. Densely written and employing 
academic language, this book is suitable for educated readers. The divergent yet related areas of Yiddish study 
addressed here raise many interesting questions. Indeed, each chapter could be expanded into its own book. 
Recommended for academic libraries, especially collections including Jewish studies and socio-linguistics. 

Amanda Seigel, Dorot Jewish Division, New York Public Library

Sperber, Daniel.  Greek in Talmudic Palestine. Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University Press, 2012. 265 pp. 
(9789652264329).

Daniel Sperber may be best known for his eight-volume Minhage Yisrael, on the development of Jewish 
customs from the Talmud to the present day, but the bulk of his work has been devoted to Talmudic realia, the 
scraps and reflections of everyday life scattered throughout the classic rabbinic corpus. He has written books on 
the monetary system and on agriculture at the time of the Mishnah and Talmud, on household implements and 
on nautical and legal terms used by the rabbis. Fueling all of this research is Sperber’s training as a classicist (and 
as a rabbi) and his extraordinarily wide reading. 

Sperber’s new book contains two sections. The first is a prolegomena to a new dictionary of Greek and Latin 
terms in rabbinic literature. Through a rich variety of textual examples, Sperber demonstrates the methodological 
problems that such a project presents, which have frustrated previous attempts to identify and interpret foreign 
loanwords in the Talmud. The second section tackles the historical question of the degree to which the Rabbis 
and other Jews spoke Greek and understood Greek culture. 

The book includes indices to the Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek and Latin words mentioned throughout, but 
unfortunately there is no index of sources. Such an index could have provided an important tool for studying 
difficult texts like the Palestinian Talmud or Genesis Rabba, which are rife with obscure terms. It would 
emphasize the importance of sources that are often overlooked, like the Yemenite anthology Midrash ha-Gadol. 
The chapters read as if they were written over a long period of time, with much repetition and with current 
scholarship often mentioned perfunctorily at the end of lengthy footnotes. Nevertheless, Greek in Talmudic 
Palestine is unquestionably a highly important volume for the study of Talmudic literature and for the Greek 
language, while providing fascinating material for studies of Jewish acculturation in Antiquity.

Pinchas Roth, Tikvah Scholar, NYU Tikvah Center.

Thanny, Binyamin. Freing Out: Why people go off the derech and what we can do about it. Jerusalem, Israel: 
Penina Press, 2012. 167 pp. $19.95. (9781936068326).

For many Orthodox families, one of the biggest problems they face is dealing with family members who 
have gone “off the Derech.” There are many factors that make this problem so difficult including emotional, 
religious, and logistical. Binyomin Tanny does a spectacular job of explaining many of the factors that contribute 
to someone who grew up “frum” choosing not to maintain all the family practices. Tanny focuses on parents of 
“at risk” or already “freied out” young adults. He first tells his own story, which, unfortunately, is a common 
one. Then he explains what he thinks are the most important contributing factors to someone “freiing out.” He 
cites religious misery, having a role model discredited, rejection and conditional love, and abuse at home as 
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some of these factors. Next, he explains the different types of personalities he has discovered among people who 
“frei out.” Finally, he discusses some approaches that he has seen work with those personalities. He also writes 
at length about Jewish education; its importance; what he thinks it should be, and how some of our schools 
might not be doing the best they can. This is a very approachable book. The writing style is eloquent, but not 
pretentious; Tanny is humble, but frank. This book will resonate in many different Jewish communities. A good 
purchase for school and synagogue libraries.

Debbie Feder, Director, Library Resource Center, Ida Crown Jewish Academy, Chicago, IL

Trankova, Dimana and Georgieff, Anthony. A guide to Jewish Bulgaria. [Bulgaria]: Vagabond Media, 2011. 
164 pp. $15.99. (9789549230635).

This lovely book presents itself as a travel guide to Jewish Bulgaria, though it’s rather large and heavy for 
that purpose. After 10 introductory sections detailing Bulgarian Jewish history, it is organized by city, with 
information on finding Jewish communities, kosher food, museums, galleries, and other sites in each town. As 
is so common in examinations of Jewish Eastern Europe, the emphasis is on abandoned synagogues, shrunken 
Jewish populations and, especially, cemeteries. The history sections contain candid examinations of the vaunted 
Bulgarian rescue of the majority of its Jewish population during the Holocaust. The story is too complicated 
to unravel in this brief treatment, but every facet of it is revealed—the vacillation of Bulgarian politicians, the 
significant role of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church in preventing the deportation of Jews, and the cover-up by 
Communist officials after the war. There is also a frank consideration of historical and modern anti-Semitism in 
Bulgaria. The most valuable aspect of this book is its exquisite, high-quality photographs. In addition to pictures 
of synagogues, cemeteries, modern Bulgarian Jews, and former Jewish homes and institutions, there are details 
of historical items such as ritual objects, plaques, monuments, architectural ornaments, and textual items. The 
book is printed on hefty, high-grade stock, unfortunately in difficult-to-read sans serif font. Interspersed in this 
fascinating work are occasional advertisements for hotels and banks in Bulgaria, and one for El Al. Recommended 
for travel collections and comprehensive collections on modern Jewish Europe.

Beth Dwoskin, Proquest, Library Committee Chair, Beth Israel Congregation, Ann Arbor, MI

Vygodskaia, Anna Pavlovna. The Story of a Life: Memoirs of a Young Jewish Woman in the Russian Empire. 
Translated and edited by Eugene M. Avrutin and Robert H. Greene. DeKalb, IL: NIU Press, c2012. 173 pp. 
$22.95. (9780875896716).

This is an autobiography of an unusual subject—a Jewish woman from a wealthy, assimilated Belorussian 
family in the 1870s and 1880s. The book offers several rare perspectives. It was written in Russian, not Yiddish. 
It’s a very personal story, inspired by the author’s acquaintance with historian Simon Dubnow, who urged her to 
write it. Vygodskaia provides copious details about her family including her wealthy and successful father, who 
owns a paper factory by the story’s end, and her mother, who dies young of tuberculosis. She describes the many 
places she lives down to the arrangement of the beds, daily meals, clothing, and most important, her education. 
Her childhood education was haphazard, but when her father remarried the family relocated to Vilna where 
she attended a gymnasium. From there she made a bold move to St. Petersburg to attend the “Courses”—a 
special, progressive curriculum for women that lasted only a few years. Whether it’s original or results from 
the translation, Vygodskaia’s style is easy and flowing. She indulges in a lot of self-analysis that sounds very 
modern, and she’s a keen judge of other characters as well. As she moves through the Russian empire, she refers 
to a great many people, places, and things that were cultural touchstones. Especially affecting is her love of the 
opera performances at the Mariinski Theater in St. Petersburg, with enthusiastic descriptions of the different 
singers and musicians. All of these names are thoroughly explained and referenced by the editors, unfortunately 
at the end of the book rather than the foot of the pages. An index also is provided. Recommended for academic 
collections, feminism collections, and collections focusing on Eastern Europe.

Beth Dwoskin, Proquest, Library Committee Chair, Beth Israel Congregation, Ann Arbor, MI

Wasserstein, Bernard. On the Eve: The Jews of Europe Before the Second World War. New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 2012. 576 pp. $21.45. (9781416594277).

In this riveting historical account, Bernard Wasserstein examines the situation of the Jewish communities 
in Europe in the years leading up to the outbreak of the Second World War. He provides a snapshot of Jewish 
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cultural, social and religious life across the continent that is both colorful and engaging. His descriptions draw 
attention to the vast number of Jewish institutions and organizations across pre-war Europe, and furnish the 
reader with essential information about the economic, geographical, and political make-up of the various Jewish 
populations. An especially fascinating section is the one entitled “The Living Dead” which examines the social 
structure and harsh economic realities of the shtetl. Wasserstein further charts the rise and decline of Jewish 
educational efforts, the various manifestations of Jewish languages across Europe, and the spectrum of Jewish 
artistic endeavors in the realm of theatre, music and writing. Wasserstein’s snapshots supply important statistics 
and are replete with incredible detail; for example, the remarkable fact that the sixty thousand Jewish residents 
living in interwar Cracow operated more than three hundred Jewish institutions.

Particularly engaging for this reader is Wasserstein’s chapters on Jewish libraries, books, and the Jewish 
press. Given that there were over 800 Jewish periodicals in Europe at that time, the depth of his research in this 
one area alone, and his ability to summarize the whole while focusing in on key examples, is impressive. The 
information provided about some of the lesser known publications likewise constitutes a significant contribution 
to our knowledge. 

A slight criticism, perhaps, is with the thrust of Wasserstein’s argument that internal forces such as 
demographic decline, assimilation, out-marriage, mass emigration, and other forms of cultural suicide marked 
European Jewry out as a doomed civilization even before the Holocaust wreaked its havoc. But the Holocaust 
happened, and speculating on what might have been without its occurrence is, to my mind, counterfactual and 
somewhat futile. Furthermore, Jewish life and culture has endured regardless of adversity. This is a personal 
reaction, however, and it in no way diminishes the incredible achievement that this book represents. Highly 
recommended for all libraries. 

Rebecca J. W. Jefferson, Isser and Rae Price Library of Judaica, University of Florida, Gainesville, FL

Werber, Millie and Keller, Eve. Two Rings: A Story of Love and War.  New York, NY: Persus Books Group, 
2012. 236 pp. $24.00. (9781610391221). 

There are many Holocaust survivor autobiographies, yet this one stands out not only as well-written and 
interesting (thanks to its editor, Eve Keller), but also for the poignant feelings of never-ending love survivor Millie 
Werber expresses for her first husband.  Born in Radom, Poland, Werber becomes a slave laborer in a German 
armaments factory, where her life is in constant danger. While in a Nazi camp, at age 15 she meets the love of her 
life, a 27 year-old man named Heniek.  They secretly marry, but he is double-crossed by a Jewish guard and killed, 
leaving her with a single photograph and two rings of gold. Werber somehow survives the camps, death marches 
and atrocities, always thinking of Heniek. Shortly after liberation, Werber meets Jack who will become her second 
husband of over 60 years. This title is recommended for mature high school through adult readers.
Martin Goldberg, Penn State Univ., Monaca, PA 

Wertheimer, Jack, editor. The New Jewish Leaders: Reshaping the American Jewish Landscape. Waltham: 
Brandeis University Press, 2011. 376 pp. $39.95. (9781611681833).

The New Jewish Leaders takes a fresh look at the composition of modern Jewish leadership. With contributions 
from prominent scholars in the field of sociology and Jewish studies, the work highlights distinct changes in 
the modes of leadership, the definition of leadership, and the issues that are important to young American 
Jews. Each of the seven essays included here works towards explaining and understanding changing areas of 
special interest, regional differences, varied leadership models and strained relationships with conventional, 
mainstream Jewish organizations. Discussions of initiatives throughout the years to involve young adults in 
the process of Jewish organizational development have changed and shifted and even differ regionally – where 
the composition and inclination of young adults on the east coast differ from their counterparts on the west 
coast.  The ever-growing shift toward participation with grassroots Jewish organizations, combined with the 
cultivating efforts of larger organizations, such as Federations, has impacted the development of young Jewish 
leadership and its cultivation of future leaders significantly. Much of the data provided shows great variation 
among Jewish leaders, their goals, interests and vision of the future.  Collections focusing primarily on the 
development of Jewish organizations, American Jewish history and non-profit management can directly benefit 
from this work.

Reviews of Nonfiction Titles for Adults



AJL Reviews November/December 201240

Tina Weiss, Senior Associate Librarian, Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, New York.
Witt, Shifrah Devorah and Heller, Zipporah Malka. The Best of Mexican Kosher Cooking. Lakewood, NJ: 
Israel Bookshop, 2011. 202 pp. $24.95. (9781600911880).

Taking on the challenge of creating an ethnic cookbook that has kosher recipes is not easy, yet Witt and 
Heller have done an excellent job. The food all looks delicious because the photography is stellar. The recipes 
are easy to follow; the ingredients are fairly standard and easily found.  Having both meat and dairy recipes 
is satisfying for the kosher cook. There is extra information on Mexican food, and the specialty ingredients 
involved are found at the front of the book.  This is an important tool, allowing for all the recipes to be adjusted 
for different palettes, and there are pairings and variations for many of them. Families will enjoy this book. It is 
recommended for Jewish libraries.

Debbie Feder, Director, Library Resource Center, Ida Crown Jewish Academy, Chicago, IL

Yosef, Raz. The Politics of Loss and Trauma in Contemporary Israeli Cinema. New York & London:  
Rutledge, 2011.  206 pp. $125.00. (9780415876889).  

Israeli films, more than any other expression of Israeli culture, have successfully entered the global culture, 
establishing a genre recognized by film buffs everywhere, and continuously awarded by international audiences. 
Following the success of such films, from Hill 24 to Salah Shabbati, and from Siege to Baufort , the discipline of 
studying the various aspects of this particular genre has developed rapidly, producing a cadre of well researched 
monographs and anthologies on the subject. 

The Politics of Loss and Trauma in Contemporary Israeli Cinema focuses on the layers of Israeli experience that 
shape contemporary movie making in a comprehensive, well-structured and well documented format. The book 
reviews the past handling of issues of loss and trauma in Israeli cinema, and then proceeds to group and analyze 
the ways in which war(s), ethnicity and sexuality are presented to the viewing audiences.

The filmography and the bibliography are inclusive and informative, and the index helps the reader to 
navigate through the very detailed descriptions and analyses of 60 movies.

Highly recommended for academic libraries collecting in the areas of film making, Israeli cinema and Israeli 
culture. A good read for cinema buffs interested in the way ideologies and politics affect movie making.

Dr. Yaffa Weisman, Director, The Frances-Henry Library, HUC-JIR, Los Angeles

Zakovitch, Yair. Jacob: Unexpected Patriarch. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2012, 216 pp. $15.52. 
(9780300144260).

Yair Zakovitch writes an intriguing “biography” of the patriarch Jacob.  Obviously, this cannot be a biography 
as traditionally understood, as one is limited to a single source.  Zakovich uses the metaphor of a “mosaic” to 
describe how the stories of the Bible are like the work of a mosaic maker who “selected, fashioned and arranged 
colorful stones until a well-planned and deliberate work emerged”.  In the story of Jacob, these mosaics were 
created and shaped in different historical periods and reflect various ideological considerations.  The author 
engages in “literary archeology” to plumb the depths of literary history and reach the oral history that preceded 
the written text of the Bible.  Later stories shed light on the topic in much the same way as these oral traditions 
and assist in reconstructing older traditions. 

The author is interested in exploring a complex character like Jacob who was not a model of virtue. Jacob 
had a questionable moral code and didn’t hesitate to practice deceit and dishonesty but he nonetheless became 
a patriarch, was considered the father of our nation and was given the name Israel by God. Zakovitch explains 
that the Bible refrains from depicting saints lest they invite undue veneration and overshadow the Creator, and 
because mankind with its flaws is meant to learn from the examples provided in the Bible.  The story of Jacob 
is replete with sin and punishment and the reader is taught to avoid making similar mistakes. Aside from the 
primary story line recounted and analyzed expertly by Zakovitch, the description of the attempt to balance story 
lines proves fascinating.  Efforts were made by the biblical writers to “find extenuating circumstances to obscure 
the darker side of his character and its manifestations” and to improve Jacob’s image.

This work will be of interest to anyone who enjoys reading about the Bible.  Those readers who believe in the 
divine authorship of the Hebrew Bible may not appreciate the book’s explicit assumption of biblical authorship 
by the hands of multiple human authors.

David Tesler, New York
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Anton, Maggie. Rav Hisda’s Daughter: Book I:  Apprentice.  New York: Plume Books, 2012. 452 p. $10.88. 
(9780452298095).

Rav Hisda’s daughter is briefly mentioned in the Talmud. Maggie Anton, through extensive research, has 
fleshed out Hisdadukh (a name meaning the Daughter of Hisda) as she grows up in the household of one of the 
Talmud’s creators. This book is full of details of daily life in third century Babylonia while the Talmud is being 
written, as well as many examples of Midrash as they applied to the issues of that time period, all the while being 
a thoroughly enjoyable read.

As with Rashi’s Daughters, the reader becomes involved with the title character through the joys and sorrows of 
Hisdadukh’s life. We see her diverse interests from child rearing and weaving ribbons, which one would expect of 
woman in the third century, to the unexpected study of Torah. Hisdadukh’s most unusual interest is one that most 
modern readers will find the least familiar as an aspect of Judaism, the art of writing amulets and making incantations. 
All of these elements make our heroine a multi-faceted woman with whom women today can identify.  

This book is supplemented with maps, a glossary and a list of characters to help readers unfamiliar with the 
subject matter. It should be added to all synagogue libraries for its story telling quality as well as its small insight 
into the world in which the Talmud was written. University libraries that have collections of Jewish Fiction 
would want to purchase the volume as well.

Jacqueline Benefraim, Special Collections Librarian, Ostrow Library, American Jewish University, CA

Auslander, Shalom. Hope: a Tragedy. New York: Riverhead Books, 2012. 292 p. $26.95. (9781594488382).
This book is an attempt to find humor in the sanctimony and reverence that surrounds Anne Frank and the 

Holocaust among American Jews, particularly those who are old enough to remember the war. The author uses 
humor to probe the underlying seriousness of this subject, and the humor will probably be successful with many 
readers. For others, it will read like broadly obvious caricature. The narrator’s mother is of the generation that 
regards Alan Dershowitz as a Jewish hero. Having convinced herself that she is a Holocaust survivor, she hands 
her son soap and lampshades that she claims are his relatives. She screams in terror every morning, having heard 
that this is typical survivor behavior. This exaggeration of American Jewry is almost too ridiculous to be funny, 
despite its ring of truth. The really complex examination of American Jewish obsession and guilt plays out in the 
character of the real Anne Frank, with her plausibly horrifying story of secret survival and a lifetime of hiding 
in attics. The narrator, Sol Kugel, has fled with his family to Stockton, New York, a town with no relation to the 
Jewish past, but in the attic of his new home is a repulsive, bitter, demanding old woman who is the quintessential 
Holocaust survivor, frustrated because her diary was a best-seller primarily due to her supposed death. Kugel’s 
interaction with her and his quest to escape from the burden of Jewish history could make for a satisfying story, but 
some readers might be put off by his flip jokes about his angst and his very frequent use of expletives. Auslander 
is a successful writer and this book will probably be requested. Recommended for synagogue collections.

Beth Dwoskin, Proquest, Library Committee Chair, Beth Israel Congregation, Ann Arbor, MI

Fingueret, Manuela. Daughter of Silence. Translated by Darrell B. Lockhart. Lubbock, TX: Texas Tech 
University Press, 2012. 160 p. $19.95. (9780896727311).

This brief but powerful novel, originally published in Spanish as Hija del Silencio in 1999, examines the link 
between the horrors of the Holocaust and those of Argentina’s Dirty War in the late 1970s-early 1980s. Rita is the 
daughter of Tinkeleh, who survived Terezin. She never discusses this with her daughter, so Rita must imagine 
what her mother endured. Rita becomes a Peronist, a political activist during Argentina’s Process of National 
Reorganization, a brutal military regime. She is arrested and confined to the infamous Escuela de Mecánica 
de la Armada, where she is tortured and left in solitary confinement. To preserve her sanity, she begins to 
reconstruct both her past and that of her mother. Using a stream of consciousness technique, Fingueret weaves 
scenes from Rita’s life into her reconstruction of Tinkeleh’s life. By doing so, the author explores ideas of exile, 
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violence, and national identity. She also ponders the nature of prejudice and torture, as Rita wills herself to 
survive and overcome her situation. This is a very personal and thought-provoking book. It is not as grand as 
Nathan Englander’s The Ministry of Special Cases (Knopf, 2007), but it provides readers with the voice of a strong 
Argentine woman who refuses to remain silent. This is a good choice for fiction collections and offers a great 
deal for book club discussions. 

Barbara M. Bibel, Oakland Public Library, Oakland, CA; Congregation Netivot Shalom, Berkeley, CA.

Jacobi, Kathryn. Upside-Down Coffee. Kathryn Jacobi, 2012. 354 p. $14.99. (9781467978064).
Making aliyah is more involved than simply changing one’s address and passport. In Upside-Down Coffee, 

Kathryn Jacobi captures some of the unforeseen difficulties that can arise. The novel focuses on Ruth Shapira, a 
psychologist, who moved with her husband and 10-year-old son Ari from New York to Zichron Yaacov, a town 
north of Tel Aviv. 

When the book opens, eight years later, Ruth is practicing psychology in Tel Aviv. Every Friday she meets 
three other American immigrants for café hafuch (“upside-down coffee”), the Israeli term for cappuccino. On their 
advice, she engages an Arab house cleaner although she dislikes hiring Arabs to do menial work. Meanwhile, 
Ari is in the IDF fighting in the Second Lebanon War. Ruth blames herself for endangering her son’s life by 
moving to Israel. At the same time, she must deal with her relatives in New York who are worried about Ari’s 
safety. Happily, the house cleaner, Samira, is a personable, charismatic woman and the chemistry between 
Samira and Ruth is ideal. Ruth now has more time for her professional life and to participate in an amateur choir. 
She even counsels a few of Samira’s neighbors. Serious complications arise later, however, with Ari and with 
Samira. Ruth discovers that the culture of the Middle East is a powerful force. In the end, Ruth feels that her life 
is turned upside-down, a fitting comparison to the café hafuch.

Upside-Down Coffee is well crafted with many literary devices such as parallel incidents, symbolism, and 
balance. The novel highlights important issues and attitudes that divide Jews and Jews and Arabs. This book is 
highly recommended for synagogue and center libraries.

Lee Haas, Retired librarian, Cleveland, Ohio

Jaffe, Daniel M; introduction by Andrew Ramer. Jewish Gentle and Other Stories of Gay-Jewish Living.  
Maple Shade, NJ: White Crane Books, an imprint of Lethe Press, c2011. xv, 247 p. $15.00. (9781590211878)

As its title makes clear, the twenty-four stories in this collection mine the fertile terrain of contemporary gay-
Jewish life, chiefly in the United States.  The hyphen between “gay” and “Jewish” proves essential, since nearly 
all of the stories concern both of these identities.

Jaffe writes insightfully on a wide range of themes, particularly illness, loneliness, loss, and trauma.  The dedication 
of the book, in fact, is “For the lonely spot in each of us.”  The narrator of “The Four of Us,” for example, picks up a 
man at a gay bar and learns a great deal about the man’s ex-lover.  Gradually, his own break-up is revealed.  The two 
men come together, each with memories of his beloved, in a gray zone of engagement and retreat.  
Some of the stories explore the interplay between desire and power.  In the title story, the protagonist’s lover 
shifts the couple’s erotic life into the realm of leather.  Before long the lover reveals his excitement at having “my 
very own Jewish slave.” The protagonist must negotiate his outrage – and confusion – at his own pleasure. The 
fact that the author selected this as the title story seems purposeful. Its frank exploration of the relationship of 
sexuality to deeply engrained, often unsettling, social constructs is at the very heart of this collection. 
Jaffe is adept at unpacking meaning from and creating suspense around apparently small gestures.  In “The 
Kiss,” the protagonist rejects a kiss from an acquaintance at a gay Jewish writers’ conference.  In the moments 
that follow, he speculates on the possible reasons for his action as well as how his colleague will interpret it. 
Location (he from Boston, the other from San Fransisco), HIV status, and the Southern Baptists congregating 
nearby are all considered.  Ultimately, however, he charts another path.  

The collection is infused with wit. The narrator of “Defeat”, for example, is a cat seeking to impress a seductive 
feline neighbor.  The cat must accomplish this while coping with the reality of belonging to an untidy, sometimes 
prickly Jewish lesbian owner and the ever-looming fear of being declawed and fixed.

Many of these rigorously crafted stories have appeared previously in literary journals and anthologies.  We are fortunate 
that they are gathered here for return enjoyment. Recommended for academic, community, and public libraries.

Yermiyahu Ahron Taub, www.yataub.net, Washington, D.C.

http://www.yataub.net
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Keller, Tsipi. The Prophet of Tenth Street.  Albany: State University of New York, 2012. 219 p. $18.95. 
(9781438442082).

Not that librarians doubt how seriously authors take their work or how hard they work, but just in case, this 
novel attempts to share the agony and the ecstasy of a working wordsmith, Marcus Weiss of Manhattan. The 
novel plods through the parts that make a literary whole; if it were painting, it would be by-the-numbers.  The 
reader can touch the modern writers’ list at hand: bodily functions, check; titillating anatomical parts, check; 
sex, check; illness, check; divorced protagonist, check; angry daughter, check; will she/won’t she girl friend, 
check; gay friend, check; daily life as trauma, check. It’s one thing to reveal a tiresome existence creating light 
and power; it is another to revel in a tiresome main character who generates pointless padding. One chapter 
consists entirely of the thesaurus equivalents for “he said.”  Ironically, it flows better than the chapters stuffed 
with quotes from famous authors (drop that name from the revered canon over and over) that Marcus writes 
in his journal, then reads to those who do not want to hear (aha, he is a prophet!). There is little feeling and no 
passion in these pages, though Marcus insists there is.  A surprise character arises, then goes nowhere, leaving 
the reader in “huh?” mode. Marcus walks and watches to experience life for himself and his work. Marcus is 
proudly Jewish, but self-centered, egotistical, pompous, fussy and boring. We wish him well with his publisher, 
but mostly wish he would keep his journals, his drafts, and his life to himself: not recommended.

Ellen G. Cole, Temple Isaiah, Los Angeles, CA

Lampart, Jacob. The Muse of Ocean Parkway and Other Stories. Moorhead, Minnesota: New Rivers Press, 
2011. 216 p. $14.95. (9780898232561).

This debut short story collection focuses on the contemporary Jewish American experience in New York 
City.  The nine stories are arresting, complex and sometimes not easy to understand.  They are strong, witty and 
creative.  Five stories previously appeared in a somewhat different form in Commentary, Greensboro Review and 
Green Mountains Review.  Lampart, born in Poland in 1946, grew up in Brooklyn where he attended Orthodox 
yeshivas and Brooklyn College. Since the 1980’s he has been living and writing in Jerusalem.   The book would 
be an appropriate addition to fiction collections in synagogues, community centers and academic libraries.  

Susan Freiband, Retired Library Educator, Arlington, Virginia

Lewis, Jeffrey. Berlin Cantata. London: Haus Publishing, 2012. 240 p. $20.00. (9781908323200) Also available 
as an eBook.

The dictionary defines “cantata” as a composition for one or more voices usually comprising solos, duets, 
and choruses and so thirteen voices tell this tale, in short first-person chapters. Dorthea Anholt, a Holocaust 
survivor, introduces her daughter Holly to the reader as the two travel together, guests of a reunited Germany, 
to Berlin, the city Dorthea once lived in. The claim Dorthea files for compensation for her former property sets 
Holly and the story in motion. Thirteen individual lives intertwine: American Holly searching for a missing 
piece in her history; Oksana, the Russian “Jewish princess” communist artist looking for a new life; Franz, the 
fake hero, trying to find atonement; Nils, the German journalist trying to tell the city’s complex story, etc. The 
cruelty and betrayals during the city’s Nazi and communist past are scrutinized. The plot is a little thin, but the 
life of the characters, the exploration of themes of identity, loyalty, betrayal, and the swirl of the city unfold in a 
beautifully written and most intriguing novel. Recommended for all fiction collections.

Merrily Hart, retired librarian, Ann Arbor, MI

Magid, Beverly. Sown in Tears. CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform (self-published), 2012, 194 p. 
$12.99. (9781478104575).

This gripping book opens with the scene of a raid on a Jewish village in Czarist Russia as local peasants 
unleash a torrent of violence against its occupants. The reader is thrust into the cruel world inhabited by Leah 
Peretz, the main protagonist, as she and her husband, Morris, struggle to protect their young children from the 
attackers. Morris is murdered and Leah must do everything she can to ensure that she and her children survive. 

Leah’s heartrending personal story is set against the backdrop of life in Russia in the early 20th century, where 
tradition-bound communities in the Jewish Pale of Settlement start to unravel in the face of increasing poverty, ignorance 
and oppression. The threat from the local, rabidly anti-Semitic peasants is constant and there is little or no protection 
from the equally prejudiced Cossacks stationed nearby. In the shadows, revolutionaries are forming into groups.
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Having lived through the disappointment of an arranged marriage to the strictly devout and undemonstrative 
Morris, Leah has learnt to be resourceful. Now she must rely upon her wits to keep her children from starving, 
and so she determines to become the village healer. Passionate and outspoken, Leah is not afraid to reproach the 
local commander for his soldiers’ involvement in the raid. The commander, Captain Ivan Vaselik, is drawn to 
her in spite of himself and offers her employment as a cook for his camp. The controversial appointment causes 
dissension among the soldiers and stirs a forbidden attraction between Vaselik and Leah. Leah must deal with 
the inner turmoil generated by these unexpected feelings as well as cope with the dangers posed by her growing 
association with the clandestine revolutionaries. 

Magid’s fine novel delves into the dim history of our forebears and provides insights into the turmoil of their 
lives before they reached the New World. This well-researched narrative is seamlessly woven into a compelling 
tale of passionate longing and high adventure: three ingredients guaranteed to captivate the reader and keep the 
pages turning. Recommended for all libraries collecting Jewish fiction.

Rebecca Jefferson, Head, Isser and Rae Price Library of Judaica, University of Florida, Gainesville, FL

Stern, Steve. The Book of Mischief: New and Selected Stories.  Minneapolis: Graywolf Press, 2012. 352 p. 
$26.00. (9781555976217). N.B.: reviewed from uncorrected proof.

With the exception of “The Tale of the Kite,” the other sixteen tales in this volume have been published 
previously, whether online (www.jewishfiction.net, www.narrativemagazine.com), in literary journals, fiction 
anthologies, or Mr. Stern’s own story collections (Lazar Malkin Enters Heaven, The Wedding Jester). For this collection, 
however, the stories are categorized by four locations: the North Main Street area of Memphis Tennessee, the 
Lower East Side of New York City, Europe, and the Catskills. 

With an obviously strong sense of place, the characters, hoping to escape their mundane lives, end up in bizarre 
circumstances that will leave the reader both amused and perplexed. The Jewish content is in the form of culture 
and/or mysticism, with Jewish neighborhoods well past their heyday and visits from Elijah the Prophet. In “Aaron 
Makes a Match,” the title character tries to change his luck by conjuring an angel, the result being a marriage between 
his spinster aunt Esther and the archangel Azrael. “The Lord and Morton Gruber” describes the Lord’s choice of 
Morton as his modern-day prophet and “Romance” depicts the world of arranged marriages and new immigrants.

Characters richly described as having “a paunch like a pet in his lap,” or with “such a head, bobbling in 
his turtleneck like a pumpkin in an eggcup” define Stern’s weird and wacky world. For libraries that own Mr. 
Stern’s other works, this would be an optional but complementary purchase. 

Kathe Pinchuck, Ramat Bet Shemesh, Israel.   

White, Kristopher. The Thirty Six. North Hollywood, CA: Fossil Creek Productions, 2012. 140 p. $18.99. 
(9780985361204).

The Thirty Six is an attempt to meld the thrill-packed colorful action of standard superhero comics with the 
motifs and legends of Jewish folklore and mythology. In this respect, it parallels the comic book series Jewish 
Superhero Corps. However, the pacing, plot, character development, and artwork are both richer and darker 
compared to that series and these characters don’t wear garish costumes. The titular thirty-six, only a portion 
of which are shown in the book, are the thirty-six righteous people upon whom the world is sustained (as 
referenced in Talmud Sanhedrin). In this book, though, “the thirty-six” are people born with special abilities or 
superpowers and they are not necessarily righteous. It becomes Noam’s responsibility to find the other thirty-five 
to protect them from those who are trying to kill them and to try to use his powers to prevent Armageddon.

Though there is more depth to the characters than one would usually expect to find in a similarly-sized 
superhero graphic book, the storytelling is based upon the typical superhero story template with a low word-
to-picture ratio, plenty of fighting and confrontation, and relatively spare characterization and introspection. 
Adding such a book to your collection could be a way to help draw reluctant readers and fans of superhero 
stories into your library and, placed in the Judaica graphic books section, could lead patrons to more serious 
Jewish graphica such as Maus and Fagin the Jew. Alternatively, if your library already has a section of general 
comic books and/or graphic novels, this book could enhance that collection, while also introducing readers to 
Jewish characters, symbols, and legends. Though there is no gratuitous nudity or violence in the narrative, due 
to its length and content, it is probably best suited to those in middle school or higher.

Steven M. Bergson, Toronto, Ont., Canada 

reviews of Literature Titles for adults

http://www.jewishfiction.net
http://www.narrativemagazine.com
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Yalom, Irvin D. The Spinoza Problem:  a Novel. New York: Basic Books, 2012. 320 p. $25.99. (978046502963).
 Using the format of a novel, Yalom has done an admirable job contrasting the life and thought of the Jewish 
philosopher Baruch Spinoza with that of the Nazi propagandist Alfred Rosenberg. Although this may seem an 
odd juxtaposition of characters, the author explains in his prologue that the idea for the story was inspired by a 
visit to the Spinoza Museum in Rijnsburg, The Netherlands. Rosenberg, who was convicted at the Nuremberg 
trials, had taken a personal interest in what he labeled “The Spinoza Problem” and had looted the Spinoza 
library during the Holocaust.  

Yalom, an eminent psychiatrist, explores what he imagines Spinoza’s inner life to have been, based on his 
works and on fragmentary biographical material. To make all this accessible to the layman, Yalom situates him 
precisely in his time and place, providing rich background material on the Jews of Amsterdam during the 17th 
century. Details of Rosenberg’s life are also imagined with emphasis on pertinent historical events. Yalom’s 
psychological insight may shed some light on the character formation of a rabid anti-Semite. 

I found the constant switching between chapters from one time period to another a considerable distraction, 
and some of the invented dialogue seemed forced and artificial. Despite these flaws, The Spinoza Problem is a 
fascinating and entertaining read. Spinoza’s humanistic philosophy, which was seminal for later Enlightenment 
thinkers, is explained in a clear and appealing manner. Highly recommended for synagogue and high school 
libraries, this book would serve as an excellent selection for discussion groups and/or adult education classes.

Joyce Levine, North Shore Hebrew Academy High School, Great Neck, NY; AJL VP for Publications

reviews of Multimedia
SoUNd reCordINgS

Aroeste, Sarah. Gracia. Aroeste Music LLC, 2012.  (CD) $13.99. (ASIN: B007EBDTRO)
This is a collection of Ladino songs, some new, some traditional, and some traditional with modern additions.  

None of them are arranged or presented in a traditional style. Sara Aroeste has a beautiful, light, supple voice with 
a pure timbre that occasionally becomes childish and coy. These songs are heavily produced, with notable reverb 
and substantial instrumentation behind several of them. The final cut, a reprise of the classic “Scalerica de oro”, 
which is also the second cut, is a house/disco remix. Other cuts have spoken-word overlays from Gloria Steinem 
and poets Vanessa Hidary and Mark Kakon. These are experimental treatments with moments of success and 
failure, sometimes in the same song. Sephardic music has already been collected and presented in so many more 
traditional ways by numerous other artists. There is material here to attract followers of Ladino music, especially 
those who are ready to listen to a new approach.  Those wanting pure, traditional treatments along the lines of 
Judy Frankel will be disappointed by this CD.  Recommended for comprehensive Sephardic CD collections.

Beth Dwoskin, Proquest, Library Committee Chair, Beth Israel Congregation, Ann Arbor, MI

Hal Aqua and the Lost Tribe. Lost and Found. Lakewood, Colorado: FTM Studios, 2011. (www.
losttribeband.com) CD (54:54) $17.94. (700261344379; ASIN: B006JSXPOA). 

“Nouveau Klezmer Music” is an appropriate subtitle for a disc that opens with a rendition of Bob Dylan’s 
“Subterranean Homesick Blues,” includes a 16th century liturgical poem put to music (“Graceful Doe” composed 
by David Onkinerah) and tributes to the Sabbath (“Greet the Bride”) and Elijah the Prophet (“Eli Eliyahu”). Much 
like klezmer itself, the songs combine elements of old and new, of classic klezmer songs (lively dances like the 
freilach and skotchne, soulful laments) and novel instrumentation. “My Boots” has a country western vibe (with 
Yiddish and English lyrics), while “Tumbala Tumbala” gives a standard a new twist as a rap. Hal Aqua possesses 
many musical talents. Besides leading The Lost Tribe, he also “gets kids giggling as alter ego Cowboy Hersh, the 
silliest singing cowboy in the West; performs with acoustic folk trio The Folkaltones; serves as music director 
for B’nai Havurah, Denver’s Jewish Reconstructionist congregation; provides songleading at Temple Micah, a 
Denver Reform synagogue; and teaches classes, workshops and seminars on Jewish world music, accompanied 
by guitar, mandolin, middle eastern lutes, and hand drums.” Besides the klezmer standards of violin and 

http://www.losttribeband.com
http://www.losttribeband.com
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clarinet, the musical accompaniment includes electric bass and guitar, cornet, tuba, oud and mandolin, and great 
percussion from drums, cajon, djembe and darbuka. A delightful, discordant breath of fresh air, this CD is highly 
recommended for all libraries with music collections, and a good choice for libraries that serve music lovers.

Kathe Pinchuck, Ramat Bet Shemesh, Israel

VIdeo reCordINgS

Gaon, Gili. Iraq n’ Roll. Produced by Dani Haimovich. [Jerusalem]. Ruth Diskin Films, 2011. 52 min (DVD)  
$29.90. (Home use only; price for institutions varies) (In Hebrew and Arabic with English subtitles).

This film presents the story of contemporary Israeli rock musician Dudu Tassa, as he embarks on a personal 
journey to discover and reconnect with the musical legacy of his grandfather, Daud al-Kuwaity. The al-Kuwaity 
brothers, Saleh and Daoud were celebrated Jewish musicians, living in Iraq in the 1930s and often performed 
for the King. They are considered the creators of modern Iraqi music, and two of the greatest Arab musicians 
in history. However, the al-Kuwaiti Brothers’ fortunes changed dramatically after the creation of the State of 
Israel, where they immigrated in 1951. The cultural agenda in the new Jewish State was dominated by the 
Western European establishment, and Mizrahi Jews faced discrimination and Arabic-language performances 
were discouraged. These great musicians were relegated to the margins of Israel society.  Disheartened, they 
forbade their children to become musicians or even learn to play an instrument. But two generations later, 
one grandson, Dudu, retrieves the brothers’ greatest hits from the archives of the Arabic service of the Israel 
Broadcast Authority.  On his mission to rediscover his cultural heritage, Dudu devotes his new album to a 
contemporary arrangement of the al-Kuwaity music. A wonderful story about generations and Israeli culture 
and identity, this dvd is recommended for all libraries.

Sonia Smith, McGill University, Montreal, Canada

Zwebner-Zaibert, Neta. Numbered. A Film by Dana Doron and Uriel Sinai. Produced by Hilla Medalia & Neta 
Zwebner-Zaibert, 2012. 55 min. (DVD). Refer to www.go2films.com for pricing (in Hebrew; English subtitles).

The film opens with black and white stills of several concentration camp survivors showing their numbers 
and reciting them. It moves into color and motion, with additional survivors reciting their numbers. As the 
opening credits roll, the viewer is privy to the photo sessions where the stills were shot, with survivors talking 
about the tattoos and what they mean to them. They discuss their families, both now and then, and how they 
survived Auschwitz (the only camp that tattooed prisoners). 

The film is very effective in capturing each interviewee’s unique personality:  Daniel, who is very proud that 
he survived and wears the number like a medal of honor. He has a love for life and his only fear is to die without 
dignity. Vera, though she lives in Israel, owns a lot of winter clothes so she will never feel cold again. Gita, who 
dreams about her father and wishes there was “a little hole” so her mother could see that she survived. Zwi and 
his wife, whose mutual affection is evident as they tell of how they fell in love listening to the radio. Ruth, who had 
her number removed, lest people think she was cruel or “Darwinistic” for surviving. Abramo, whose grandson 
tattoos the same number on his arm so that he will remember the Shoah. One survivor’s daughter recalls that her 
father’s number was the code for the safe, and she has it tattooed on her ankle. A pair of sisters with consecutive 
numbers talk about how they stuck together during the Holocaust. Still others have their own stories.

The close range and camera angle make the viewer feel part of the conversation. The subtitles are excellent; 
the emotions are evident. The original score is evocative without overpowering the dialog. An essential item for 
all Holocaust collections; very highly recommended for all libraries.

Kathe Pinchuck, Ramat Bet Shemesh, Israel

don’t Forget to Check out aJL News!
The November/December 2012 issue of AJL News has news from our Chapters, a full budget report 

and important reminders!

http://www.go2films.com
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