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 Let’s look at Malamud first — and it’s Malamud, Bernard Malamud.  Everybody’s 

probably seen the film — the Robert Redford movie, The Natural, which is based on 

Malamud’s first novel, loosely.  The novel and the movie are very different.  The novel 

certainly does not end the way the movie does, with the balls bouncing off the lights and 

all that.  It’s not that way at all. 

 Malamud was born in Brooklyn and took a Master’s degree at Columbia.  Was 

another one of our university teachers.  He taught at Bennington from 1961 until he died 

in 1986 — or until he retired.  His second novel was The Assistant in 1957.  The Fixer, 

1966, is a very strange book.  It’s a historical novel set in Russia during the Czar’s 

times.  About a Jewish handyman who’s accused of murdering a Christian child in some 

kind of ritual murder.  It’s part of this anti-Semitic background of Russia at the time. 

 Toward the end of his life he began to experiment with form — postmodern 

forms, Dubin’s Lies and things like that, that I find very difficult reading.  But the stories 

in “The Magic Barrel,” a first collection, 1958, are absolutely wonderful and I 

recommend that collection to you.  Well, I’m making that big statement here. 

 Malamud is one of several -- probably the lesser light of several important Jewish 

writers who showed up, kind of starting with Norman Mailer after World War II in the 

‘40s and were writing in the ‘50s and ‘60s.  Saul Bellow, one of our few Nobel Prize 

winners.  I mentioned Norman Mailer.  Arthur Miller.  We just read him.  And others.  

And some exploited their Jewishness, their Jewish backgrounds, and some did not.  

Malamud did quite a bit in his early stories, particularly a story like “The Magic Barrel.”  

Phillip Roth tended to become a little more universal later, but he never really dropped 
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it. 

 Well, what’d you think of “The Magic Barrel”?  Was this fun or not?  Huh?  It 

always makes me smile because of the way — it’s a story.  I mean, after all, a short 

story ought to be a story.  And you know this is a story from the very beginning with the 

voice. 

Not long ago there lived in uptown New York, in a small, almost meager room, 

though crowded with books, Leo Finkle, a rabbinical student at the Yeshiva 

University. 

Not like “once upon a time.”  You definitely have a storyteller’s voice.  Yeshiva, of 

course — Yeshiva University in New York, one of the most important rabbinical schools 

in the country. 

 I don’t want to — I think I ought to mention it first and then we’ll notice it as we go 

along, but I’d like you to notice it before I notice it to you.  What is weird about Leo 

Finkle?  Look at the first time he appears, second paragraph.  “The matchmaker 

appeared one night out of the dark fourth-floor hallway,” blah-blah-blah.  He appeared.  

Isn’t there something kind of strange about Leo Finkle?  When — not Leo Finkle.  

Salzman.  What’s Salzman’s first name?  There’s something kind of strange about Leo 

Finkle, too, perhaps. 

 But like when Leo goes to try to find Salzman and he gets to his apartment, and 

the strange little lady, apparently Mrs. Salzman — he says, “Where’s his office?”  “In the 

air, in his socks.”  And when he gets back to his apartment, he’s already there.  The 

matchmaker is already there.  He says, “How’d you get here?”  “I rushed.” 
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 I think we’re supposed to imagine that there’s a chance of something a little 

beyond the ordinary, of something a little beyond the physical universe that we’re 

accustomed to, with this old matchmaker.  At any rate, who smells frankly of fish.  The 

fish in here, I think, are wonderful, too. 

 Leo tells Salzman about himself, that he was from Cleveland, and that the only 

family he has are his parents.  He’s alone in the world.  He’s been studying at the 

Yeshiva for six years and he hasn’t really had any time to date.  And so this is why he’s 

contacted this matchmaking service, the matchmaker.   

He remarked in passing [next page] that the function of the marriage broker was 

ancient and honorable, highly approved in the Jewish community, because it 

made practical the necessary without hindering joy.  Moreover, his own parents 

had been brought together by a matchmaker. 

 Well, Salzman takes out his little packet of cards and spreads six out there, and 

Leo says, “So few?”  And Salzman says — I’ve got to get my names right — “You 

wouldn’t believe me how much cards I got in my office.  The drawers are already filled 

to the top, so I keep them now in a barrel, but is every girl good for a new rabbi?”  You 

cannot help but fall into that syntax and the rhythm, too, of this Yiddish syntax that this 

old man speaks. 

 Well, Leo wants pictures.  The old man says, “First comes family, amount of 

dowry, also what kind promises.  After come pictures, rabbi.”  “Call me Mr. Finkle.  I’m 

not yet a rabbi.” 

Salzman said he would, but instead called him doctor, which he changed to rabbi 



ENG 351 Lecture 27 4 
 

when Leo was not listening too attentively. 

Notice the way he works that in? 

 Well, he’s kind of interested in Sophie P. until he says — mentions she’s a 

widow. 

 LEO:  Did you say a widow? 

 SALZMAN: A widow don’t mean spoiled, rabbi. [Oh-oh, back to rabbi.] She 

lived with her husband maybe four months.  He was a sick boy she 

made a mistake to marry him. 

 LEO:  Marrying a widow has never entered my mind. 

So then we get to Lily H. 

 SALZMAN: Lily H.  High school teacher.  Regular.  Not a substitute.  Has 

savings and new Dodge car.  Lived in Paris one year.  Father is 

successful dentist thirty-five years.  

And he’s going on and on, and Leo says, “I don’t believe you mentioned her age?”  

“‘Her age?’ Salzman said, raising his brows.  ‘Her age is thirty-two years.’” 

Leo said after a while, “I’m afraid that seems a little too old.” 

  Salzman let out a laugh.  “So how old are you rabbi?” 

  “Twenty-seven.” 

“So what is the difference, tell me, between twenty-seven and thirty-two?  My 

own wife is seven years older than me.  So what did I suffer?--Nothing.  If 

Rothschild’s daughter wants to marry you [the rich banking family], would you 

say on account of her age, no?” 
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“Yes,” Leo said dryly. 

Let’s see who’s next: 

“Ruth K.  Nineteen years.  Honor student.  Father offers thirteen thousand cash 

to the right bridegroom.” 

What Leo hears is “nineteen.” 

“Did you say nineteen?” Leo asked with interest. 

  “On the dot.” 

“Is she attractive?”  He blushed.  “Pretty?” 

Salzman kissed his finger tips.  “A little doll.” 

Notice how many times he says, “Oh, she’s a real little doll”? 

But Leo was troubled.  “I don’t understand why an American girl her age should 

go to a marriage broker.” 

And Salzman says, “For the same reason you came — you went.”  And then Salzman 

finally says, “The father came, not her.  He wants she should have the best, so he looks 

around himself.”  And Leo says, “But don’t you think this young girl believes in love?”  

He keeps equivocating and finally he says — he knows there’s got to be something 

there — “How’s her health?”   

“Perfect,” Salzman said, breathing with difficulty.  “Of course, she is a little lame 

on her right foot from an auto accident that it happened to her when she was 

twelve years, but nobody notices on account she is so brilliant and also 

beautiful.” 

 Are you feeling for Leo a little bit here?  Because, you know, his ideal was he’s 
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working so hard, he’s studying so hard, it’s not right that he’ll soon be a rabbi and he 

doesn’t need to go out in the world without a wife.  And yet he realizes when this old 

man comes that he’s not exactly what he’s looking for.  “Ashamed of the way the talk 

was going, Leo dismissed Salzman, who went home with heavy, melancholy eyes.”  

You notice how often his eyes come up? 

 Well, here’s Salzman back.  Commercial cupid, he calls him.  “Rabbi, I got for 

you tonight good news,” he tells him on 2056.  “I’ve asked you not to call me rabbi.  I’m 

still a student.”  I like to read the dialogue in here because it’s almost like a play.  And 

the old man says, “Your worries are finished.  I have for you a first-class bride.” 

“Leave me in peace concerning this subject,” Leo pretended lack of interest. 

“The world will dance at your wedding.” 

 Finally he takes out of his leather case an oily paper bag from which he extracted 

a hard, seeded roll and a small, smoked white fish. 

“A sliced tomato you have maybe?” Salzman hesitantly inquired. 

Isn’t that sweet?  And Leo says, “No.” 

“A glass tea you got, rabbi?” 

Conscience-stricken, Leo rose and brewed the tea.  He served it with a chunk of 

lemon and two cubes of lump sugar, delighting Salzman. 

I can just see the little man there when he brings the lump sugar out, you know. 

 Anyway, he says, “You remember the girl I talked to you--the high school 

teacher?” 

“Age thirty-two?” 
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But, surprisingly, Salzman’s face lit in a smile.  “Age twenty-nine.” 

Leo shot him a look.  “Reduced from thirty-two?” 

That’s a joke, you know.  That’s a discount.  This is a sale.  This is a reference to 

Jewish merchants.  She was thirty-two, now she’s twenty-nine. 

 Anyway, he says no.  He says he’s not interested in high school teachers.  And 

Salzman says — next page — “Yiddishe kinder, what can I say to somebody that he is 

not interested in high school teachers?  So what then you are interested?”  At any rate, 

Leo says, “If she’s so wonderful, why wasn’t she married ten years ago?”   “‘Why?’ said 

Salzman with a heavy laugh.  ‘--Why?  Because she is partikiler.  This is why.  She 

wants the best.’” 

 So Leo gives up and a date is arranged with Lily Hirschorn.  And they’re going for 

a walk.  And we’re told she’s petite and not unpretty.  Like Totis.  When you say 

something by saying it’s opposite in a negative way.  So if — well, somebody’s trying to 

set you up with a blind date and you say, “What does he or she look like?”, and they 

say, “Well, he’s not ugly.”  She’s not unpretty.  The most famous example like Toti’s that 

I can think of is, “He did not hesitate to steal the money.”  George Orwell objected to the 

whole formation.  He says, “We can run it out of existence if you just think of a sentence 

like ‘a not unwhite rabbit chased — was chased by a not unblack dog across the not 

ungreen field.’” But anyway.  She’s not unpretty. 

 Leo keeps thinking Salzman is around someplace, hiding perhaps high in a tree 

along the street, flashing the lady signals with a pocket mirror.  I mean, she’s saying all 

the right things.  Or “perhaps a cloven-hoofed Pan, piping nuptial ditties as he danced 
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his invisible way before them, strewing wild buds on the walk and purple grapes in their 

path, “ et cetera.  Salzman is always kind of associated with something a little mystical, 

something a little supernatural. 

 Well, poor Lily.  Oh, my.  I found this scene distressing.  I always find it 

distressing.  For both of ‘em.  He keeps trying to get her to talk — you know, talk about 

Paris or something.  She says, “Would you mind if I ask you something a little bit 

personal?  Frankly, I find the subject fascinating.  How was it that you came to your 

calling?  I mean was it a sudden passionate inspiration?”  Leo thinks and says, “I was 

always interested in the Law.”  She says, “You saw revealed in it the presence of the 

Highest?”  Anyway, tries to change the subject and she gets back, “Oh, did Mr. Salzman 

tell you, Rabbi Finkle?”  Leo winced but she went on.  Lily would not be put off.  “‘When,’ 

she asked in a trembly voice, ‘did you become enamored of God?’” 

He stared at her.  Then it came to him that she was talking not about Leo Finkle, 

but of a total stranger, some mystical figure, perhaps even passionate prophet 

that Salzman had dreamed up for her--no relation to the living or dead.  Leo 

trembled with rage and weakness.  The trickster had obviously sold her a bill of 

goods, just as he had him, who’d expected to become acquainted with a young 

lady of twenty-nine, only to behold, the moment he laid eyes upon her strained 

and anxious face, a woman past thirty-five and aging rapidly.   

Rapidly? 

He says, “I am not a talented religious person.”  Then he goes and he says,  

“I think,” he said in a strained manner, “that I came to God not because I loved 
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Him, but because I did not.” 

This confession he spoke harshly because its unexpectedness shook him. 

Lily wilted. {That has to cause a grin.  Lily wilted.  Poor Lily.  I mean, what she 

was expecting here and — ahhh.]  Leo saw a profusion of loaves of bread go 

flying like ducks high over his head, not unlike the winged loaves by which he 

had counted himself to sleep last night.  Mercifully, then, it snowed, which he 

would not put past Salzman’s machinations. 

 What painter are you supposed to think about?  This is the first time you see this 

with loaves of things like this circling in the air.  Oh, he often painted Russian village 

scenes.  You’d see peasant weddings and there’d be a cow or candelabra going 

through the air.  Chagall?  Well, you’ll come across Chagall sometime and you’ll think 

about this, I think. 

 This is a great sentence — top of 1059: 

Her [Lily Hirschorn] probing questions had somehow irritated him into revealing 

[might not be right here]--to himself more than here--the true nature of his 

relationship to God, and from that it had come upon him, with shocking force, that 

apart from his parents, he had never loved anyone.  Or perhaps it went the other 

way, that he did not love God so well as he might, because he had not loved 

man.  I seemed to Leo that his whole life stood starkly revealed and he saw 

himself for the first time as he truly was--unloved and loveless.   

You know, we expect a short story generally, you know, to provide character and often 

to have character change or experience revelation.  And certainly, to some degree, this 
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is what happens to Leo here. 

 Well, the next week is the worst of his life but he drew the consolation that he 

was a Jew and that a Jew suffered.  When Salzman shows up again he’s a skeleton 

with haunted eyes.  Comes back that night and Leo is angry.  “Why did you lie to me, 

Salzman?”  And he says, “You lied to her, too.”  Couple of lines down on the next page.  

“She had in mind a totally different person, a sort of semimystical Wonder Rabbi.” 

 SALZMAN: “All I said, you was a religious man.” 

 LEO:  “I can imagine.” 

Anyway, Salzman says, “You don’t want any more a bride?”  And Leo says, “To be 

frank, I now admit the necessity of premarital love.  That is, I want to be in love with the 

one I marry.” 

“Love?” said Salzman.  “For us, our love is our life, not for the ladies.  In the 

ghetto they--” 

“I know, I know,” said Leo. 

And he goes on.  He’s thought about it. 

 Well, Salzman unstraps his portfolio and takes out a manilla packet.  “‘Pictures,’” 

he said, quickly laying the envelope on the table.”  Which is what Leo had wanted all 

along.“Leo called after him to take the pictures away, but as if on the wings of the wind, 

Salzman had disappeared.”  I’d love to film this.  I don’t know how it could be done. 

 Well, quite a bit of time passes with that manilla envelope with pictures 

untouched, but finally Leo can’t stand it anymore and he opens it up. 

There were six [bottom of the page] of varying degrees of attractiveness [here’s 



ENG 351 Lecture 27 11 
 

the sentence], but look at them long enough and they all became Lily Hirschorn, 

all past their prime, all starved behind bright smiles, not a true personality in the 

lot.  Life, despite their frantic yoohooings, had passed them by. 

Don’t you like that?  Yoo-hoo!  Oh, well.  And they were pictures in a briefcase that 

stank of fish. 

 But then there’s this little snapshot like ones taken by a machine for a quarter.  

“Her face deeply moved him.  Why, he could at first not say.  The eyes were hauntingly 

familiar, yet absolutely strange.”  I think that’s one wonderful thing about rereading 

something is when you know what’s going on, you can recognize things when you read 

it again that you wouldn’t have seen the first time.  Now we know why her eyes were so 

hauntingly familiar. 

But something about her moved him. 

 So he goes to try to find Salzman and there’s this scene I mentioned.  Of course 

the place smells like fried fish.  He asks, 

“Is he in?” 

“No.”  Her mouth, though left open, offered nothing more. 

“The matter is urgent.  Can you tell me where his office is?” 

“In the air.”  She pointed upward. 

“You mean he has no office?” Leo asked. 

“In his socks.” 

Anyway, she tells him, “Go home.  He will find you.”  That doesn’t sound like an ordinary 

housewife’s kind of speech, does it?  “Go home.  He will find you.” 
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“Tell him Leo Finkle.” 

She gave no sign she had heard. 

He walked downstairs, depressed. 

But Salzman, breathless, stood waiting at his door. 

Leo was astounded and overjoyed.  “How did you get here before me?” 

“I rushed.” 

Anyway, when he realizes what’s happened supposedly, Salzman says,  “Excuse me.  

Was an accident this picture.  She isn’t for you.” And he argues with him and he 

finally says — next page — “She is not for you.  She is a wild one--wild, without shame.  

This is not a bride for a rabbi.” 

“What do you mean wild?” 

“Like an animal.  Like a dog.  For her to be poor was a sin.  This is why to me she 

is dead now.” 

“In God’s name, what do you mean?” 

And the soon-to-be rabbi swears. 

“Her I can’t introduce to you,” Salzman said. 

“Why are you so excited?” 

“Why, he asks,” Salzman said, bursting into tears.  “This is my baby, my Stella, 

she should burn in hell.” 

So it’s his own daughter. 

 Well, he finds Salzman in a cafeteria, eating fish, and tells him, “Just her I want.”  

And you notice how Leo has moved into Salzman’s syntax.  And so a meeting is 
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arranged, but he leaves the cafeteria feeling — having a tormenting suspicion that 

Salzman had planned it to happen this way all along.   

 So he meets her on a certain corner “. . .and she was there one spring night, 

waiting under a street lamp.”  And he’s carrying a bouquet of violets and rosebuds.  

“She waited uneasily and shyly.”  And he sees her eyes.  They’re clearly her father’s 

and they’re filled with desperate innocence.  Now, this doesn’t sound like she’s a wild 

one, this one.  Filled with desperate innocence.  “He pictured, in her, his own 

redemption.  Violins and lit candles revolved in the sky.”  And there we are with that 

Chagall image again.  “Leo ran forward with flowers outthrust.  Around the corner, 

Salzman, leaning against a wall, chanted prayers for the dead.”  The Kaddish, K-a-d-d-i-

s-h, which is said at synagogue, also said at funerals, and is also said for personal — a 

personal prayer for the loss of someone near you.  And it’s as if — you know, has his 

daughter died?  Has he lost a daughter or why the prayer for the dead? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 She’s grown up?  Okay.  Stella’s gone.  That could be.  Did Salzman arrange for 

him to find the girl’s picture?  I mean, that just didn’t happen to be in the packet, did it?  

So he picks — he’s a marriage broker.  He picks Leo Finkle out for his daughter.  Am I 

just dreaming this stuff about there being something a little bit seemingly supernatural 

about this old man?  Then suggested that he’s an angel come to rescue Leo Finkle from 

his loveless life and his self-absorption and his lack of love of God.  Perhaps he didn’t 

love God enough because he never loved man.  So now here’s his opportunity to 

redeem this girl whose father thinks that she is lost, but thinks she has found her 
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redemption and that Finkle’s found his redemption. 

 I don’t know.  And then a happy ending?  Well, we need a happy ending every 

now and then, don’t you think?  I was a little worried about her being under that street 

lamp, but I don’t think that that really has any significance at all.  Well.  Chagall, by the 

way, was a Russian Jew.  I think that has to do, too, with the fact that I think he’s trying 

to get us to think of him. 

 So Philip Roth.  I think this was just happenstance that both of these writers were 

Jewish for today, but be that as it may we’ll have a theme.  Philip Roth was born 1933.  

He’s still very much with us.  I read an interview with him the other day and he writes 

every day.  He’s up — gets up in the morning and writes from something like 8:00 

o’clock until noon, which is what all of us ought to do if we think we’re writers.  His first 

collection of stories, Goodbye, Columbus, was published in 1959 when he was 26 years 

old and he was immediately — it won prizes, and he was immediately latched onto by 

the critics as being the next great Jewish writer.  Or in a larger sense, the next great 

American writer. After — Hemingway, you know, had declined so much by this time — 

he’d be dead in two years — and no one had really seemed to come along to replace 

him. 

 The World War II writers like Jones and Mailer had — although Mailer was 

making a lot of publicity for himself at the time challenging the establishment, saying 

he’s going to be the next great writer.  But a lot of people put their faith in Philip Roth.  

And, bless his heart, here these 14 years later, people are still looking for the great book 

that he was supposed to produce and he never really has done it. 
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 Portnoy’s Complaint was a scandalous hit in 1969, a bestseller, and brought him 

a lot of criticism, particularly from the Jewish community, because the hero’s mother in 

this is a real caricature of the Jewish mother.  But it’s a hilarious book.  He was born in 

Newark, went to Rutgers.  He took an M.D. in English lit at the University of Chicago, so 

quite a bit of academic background.  When he served in the Army -- he of course was 

not in World War II — he served in the peacetime Army because the draft was still going 

on.  I don’t know that he was stationed at Camp Crowder, but it sounds like he was, 

doesn’t it?  He’s talking about Joplin and St. Louis and Cardinal games.  That’s near 

Neosho and it is now, I believe, a National Guard camp or Reservists camp. 

 But at any rate, his first novel was Letting Go, 1962, and When She Was Good, 

1967.  And, of course, he had to endure all kinds of fierce criticism for people looking for 

it to be better.  That must be awful.  Our Gang, 1970, was so limited in its humor 

spectrum that it was not very successful.  It’s an attack on Richard Nixon.  But by 1970, 

why bother?  Although Nixon, of course, was still in office.  But the only thing I 

remember about that book is there’s this one funny scene where the Boy Scouts — they 

want to take the Boy Scouts somewhere to protest something — to be like a pro 

Vietnam rally.  And Nixon says, “Well, how will they get there?”  And they say, “Well, 

we’ll take ‘em on a bus.”  “No bussing.”  You had to be there, in a way. 

 The Breast, 1971, they say is a rather unamusing fable about a man’s 

metamorphosis  into that object.  It’s a takeoff on Kafka’s metamorphosis when the man 

wakes up and he’s a giant insect.  In this story, the man wakes up and he’s an 

enormous female breast.  He’s just a big breast.  He has all kinds of trouble locomoting 
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and getting around.  I believe Woody Allen satirized that in a film. 

 The Great American Novel in 1973, I think, has the best title anybody’s ever 

come up with.  They kept saying, “When is Philip Roth gonna write the great American 

novel?”  He said, “Okay.  Here it is.  I wrote it.”  There are three Zuckerman novels: 

Zuckerman Bound, The Counterlife, and then later the last one, I Married a Communist 

— no, no — Operation Shylock, I guess.  That’s a funny one.  Operation Shylock, 1993, 

there are two characters in there named Philip Roth.  And it may be Philip Roth and it 

may not be Philip Roth, and he may or may not be a member of the Mosaad, the Israeli 

Secret Service, and it’s some pretty good satire and stuff going on.  Sabbath’s Theater 

got a lot of critical acclaim.  It’s not for the faint-hearted. 

 I think his non-fiction is really more important to me in the last few years, what 

I’ve read of it.  His memoir, The Facts, 1988, is very, very good.  He was married to 

Claire Bloom, the English actress.  You may be familiar with her.  She wrote a book 

about him a couple of years ago.  They savaged each other in each book so it’s not 

really something you want to read much about. 

 Patrimony is a wonderful remembrance of his father and his father’s death.  His 

father died a very slow death of a brain tumor and Roth recounts that beautifully.  But I 

recommend the collection, Goodbye, Columbus.  They made a wonderful movie of the 

title story.  It may have been Mike Nichols who directed that.  It was a long time ago.  

Richard Benjamin played the hero or the central character and Ali McGraw played the 

love interest.  That’s how long ago this was.  It was pretty good.  A lot of his stuff, I think, 

would translate to film very well. 
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 Well, “Defender of the Faith,” 1959, set in May of 1945.  And you have to 

remember that Germany fell in April and so the troops who were preparing — and many 

who would go and occupy Europe — but the troops who were preparing to fight a 

European war knew that they were gonna be fighting in a Pacific war.  More specifically, 

that they would be invading the Japanese home islands before it was all over.  No one 

expected the Japanese to surrender.  And, of course, when Sgt. Marx tells Grossbart 

“pray for a miracle,” lo and away a miracle showed up in the form of the atomic bomb, 

and the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki finally ended the war.  And so the dreaded 

invasion never took place.  But they had all kinds of calculations and numbers of how 

many hundreds of thousands of Japanese and Americans would die if that thing had to 

take place.  So it was not — the Pacific was not someplace you wanted to be sent to 

from Camp Crowder or anywhere else. 

 But he’s out of it now.  He’s done his service.  Bottom of the first paragraph: 

“After two years I had been fortunate enough to develop an infantryman’s heart which, 

like his feet, at first aches and swells, but finally grows horny enough for him to travel 

the weirdest paths without feeling a thing.”  

 Then we’re introduced to Sheldon Grossbart.  Remember, Marx is — Marx had a 

religious background but he’s a pretty secular man from what we can tell.  And I don’t 

think he’s — you know, he’s darkened a synagogue’s door for many, many, many, 

many years.  But anyway, Grossbart comes in and he says, “What’s your name, 

soldier?”  “He walked over to me and sat on the edge of my desk.”  This is a recruit — 

or not a recruit, a draftee.  But even a sergeant.  You don’t just walk in and sit on his 
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desk. 

He reached out a hand.  “Sheldon,” he said. 

“Stand on your own two feet, Sheldon.” 

Climbing off the desk, he said, “Sheldon Grossbart.”  He smiled wider at the 

intimacy into which he’d led me. 

Isn’t that cute how he did that?  He gets him — makes him call him by his first name.  “I 

felt like Charlie McCarthy, with every top sergeant I had even known as my Edgar 

Bergen” Does that really need a footnote?  Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy?  Did 

that just really wheeeeew?  Well, we’re old, you know.  We were there.  Oh, gosh.  

Charlie McCarthy was this little monocled dummy with a top hat.  His sister was 

Candace Bergen.  I think you’ve heard of her.  And now she — Candace and I are the 

same age so that’s how far back that goes.  But she grew up — she said she grew up 

feeling like she was Charlie McCarthy’s — this dummy’s sister. 

 The awful thing about Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy, while we’re in this 

parenthesis, is they were on the radio.  It was a ventriloquist act on the radio.  “Well, 

Bergen, what’s going on?”  “Well, I don’t know, Charlie.  How are you doing today?”  

And when they made movies — and they made a couple of movies — Bergen just sat 

there and you moved his mouth.  He didn’t care.  Mortimer Snerd was another one of 

his dummies.  You ever heard of Mortimer Snerd?  That’s where that name comes from.  

It was awful.  It was pretty dreadful.  But you just wait someday.  You’ll be teaching 

some class sometime and they’ll footnote Curt Cobain or somebody like that, and you’ll 

feel a little bit ancient.  I hope they do. 
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 [Inaudible student response] 

 Uh-hmm.  With an asterisk.  Okay.  Anyway, he’s showing up here and he finds 

out his sergeant’s name is Marx so he wants to find out if he’s also Jewish.  “The young 

man had managed to confuse himself as to what my faith really was, but I felt no desire 

to straighten him out.  Very simply, I didn’t like him.”  He keeps — Sheldon keeps calling 

him sir.  And then Marx messes up.  He says, 

“You can stay and scrub floors or you can go to shul--”. 

The smile swam in again.  Spittle gleamed at the corners of his mouth.  “You 

mean church, Sergeant.” 

“I mean shul, Grossbart!”   

Anyway, he sees Grossbart going back to the barracks, “racing to tell his Jewish friends 

that they were right--that like Karl and Harpo, I was one of them.” 

 My favorite character in this story — although Sheldon Grossbart is a wonderful 

character.  I don’t know who you could cast as Sheldon Grossbart, but some actor who 

would really want to play a miserable human being.  Somebody could do a good job of 

it.  But I would cast George C. Scott in his healthy middle-age as Captain Barrett.  I just 

see him.  I hear him in his cadence.  

 Well, he mentions this problem with the GI parties on Friday night on the Jewish 

Sabbath, and Captain Barrett says — and it’s unfortunate language, but it just 

characterizes him beautifully:  “Marx, I’d fight side by side with a nigger if the fellow 

proved to me he was a man.  I pride myself . . . that I’ve got an open mind.”  Don’t you 

imagine that at some point in his life Philip Roth had heard something like that?  Haven’t 
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you heard anything like that?  I have.  “You’re a Jewish fellow, am I right, Marx?”  Notice 

that Captain Barrett never uses the word Jew.  He is so unfamiliar with the culture, he’s 

so unfamiliar with the whole thing, that he, like many people who are, think that that’s 

not a good word.  Jew is a good word so long as it is never used as a verb or an 

adjective.  It is a noun.  And otherwise it is fine.  And there is no feminine form of the 

word Jew, either.  It’s just — just the straight noun. 

 He says, “You’re a Jewish fellow, am I right, Marx?”  “Yes sir.”  How many of you 

have read Heller’s Catch 22, Joseph Heller’s Catch 22?  Several of you.  Remember the 

scene in there when one of the generals asks — he wants to know if the enlisted men 

— they said the enlisted men had the same chaplain and he said, “Do they pray to the 

same God we do?”  That the officers do?  Anyway.  So this corporal comes out and 

says, “Give me your ears, troopers.  Toppie says for me to tell you that at 1900 hours all 

Jewish personnel is to fall out in front here if they wants to attend the Jewish Mass.”  

Well, I don’t care.  I think that’s wonderful. 

 And poor old Marx who’s been through the war and this and that, has been 

touched by Sheldon and he actually goes to the service, sits in the back row, and here’s 

the chaplain telling ‘em to eat what they have to live and throw away the rest, violating 

the dietary laws.  Do you think Grossbart is really Kosher and Grossbart really cares 

about the dietary laws?  Halpern might.  I believe he does.  But it’s just Grossbart.  He’s 

only 19 years old.  Anyway, he says, 

 “I feel sorry for all of us, Grossbart, but just act like a man.  Just don’t overdo it.”  

“Overdo what, sir?” 
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 “The sir business.  Hey, Mickey, liebschen, come on back.  Refreshments!”  

“Liebschen! [Marx thinks]!  My grandmother’s word for me! 

 Well, the Captain has been contacted by his superiors because “his mother 

called a goddam congressman about the food.”  Marx tries to do a pretty good job here 

of explaining to the Captain about Jewish parents.  “All parents worry, for Christ sake.  

But they don’t get on their high horse and start pulling strings.”  So then he says to the 

Captain — or to the — yeah, to the Colonel or whoever he’s got on the phone: “Sir?” 

he said.  “Sir, Marx here tells me Jews have a tendency to be pushy.”  He said nothing 

of the sort.  This is just more of Barrett’s prejudice. 

 Well, the men are on the range.  Generally people treat people pretty well when 

they’re on the range because they’re armed.  He gets Grossbart up there and he 

salutes with his rifle.  “At ease, Grossman.”  Don’t you hate that?  Was that on purpose?  

But Grossbart says, “Bart, sir.  Sheldon Grossbart.  It’s a common error.”  That’s the 

Captain he’s talking to. 

“Grossbart, your mama wrote some congressman that we don’t feed you right.  

Do you know that? The Captain said. 

“It was my father, sir.  He wrote to Representative Franconi that my religion 

forbids me to eat certain foods.” 

  “What religion is that, Grossbart?” 

  “Jewish.” 

“Jewish, sir,” I said to Grossbart. 

  “Excuse me, sir.  ‘Jewish, sir.’” 
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“What have you been living on?” the Captain asked.  “You’ve been in the Army a 

month already.  You don’t look to me like you’re falling to pieces.” 

“I eat because I have to, sir.  But Sergeant Marx will testify to the fact that I don’t 

eat one mouthful more than I need to in order to survive.” 

“Marx,” Barrett asked, “is that so?” 

“I’ve never seen Grossbart eat, sir,” I said. 

Which is a lie.  We know he’s seen Grossbart eat and Grossbart chows down. 

“What is it you want?  You want out?” 

“No, sir.  Only to be allowed to live as a Jew.” 

 And then one more great scene from the Captain 

“Come over here, Marx,” the Captain said to me.  “Marx, you’re a Jewish fella, 

am I right?” 

I played straight man.  “Yes, sir.” 

“How long you been in the Army?  Tell this boy.” 

“Three years and two months.” 

“A year in combat, Grossbart.  Twelve goddam months in combat all through 

Europe.  I admire this man,” the Captain said, snapping a wrist against my chest.  

“But do you hear him peeping about the food?  Do you?  I want an answer, 

Grossbart.  Yes or no.” 

  “No, sir.” 

  “And why not?  He’s a Jewish fella.” 

He just cannot bring himself to say he’s a Jew. 
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“Some things are more important to some Jews than other things to other Jews.” 

Barrett blew up.  “Look, Grossbart, Marx here is a good man, a goddam hero.  

When you were sitting on your sweet ass in high school, Sergeant Marx was 

killing Germans.  Who does more for the Jews, you by throwing up over a lousy 

piece of sausage, a piece of firstcut meat--or Marx by killing those Nazi 

bastards?  If I was a Jew, Grossbart, I’d kiss this man’s feet.  He’s a goddam 

hero, you know that?  And he eats what we give him.  

He must’ve known a man like this when he was in the Army.  He’s absolutely perfect. 

 Well, let’s cut to the chase.  It turns out that Grossbart, of course, did write the 

letter but he tells Sergeant Marx that he said what his father would’ve said had he been 

able to.  A little William Faulkner there.  Did you think of that?  You know, “If Dad 

could’ve put in the words, he would’ve done it this way.”  And then he writes this other 

letter, asking Sergeant Marx to be commended.  Then he comes up with this thing 

about Seder and manages to finagle a pass not only for him but also for Fishbein and 

Hallpern.  And Marx is still going along and still going along.  He comes back with an 

egg roll.  “That afternoon, in a bar in Joplin, I drank beer and listened with half an ear to 

the Cardinal game.”  And he finds out that they are shipping for the Pacific and he says, 

“The news shocked me, as though I were father to Halpern, Fishbein, and Grossbart.” 

 Well, Grossbart is sitting on the edge of his bed and he tells him — he lets him 

know.  He’s not supposed to tell him where their orders are for but he does tell him.  

And tells him to pray for a miracle which does come — does happen.  And then he 

realizes that everybody in his outfit is shipping out to California to ship out to the Pacific 
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except -- every trainee but one: Private Sheldon Grossbart was to be sent to Fort 

Monmouth, New Jersey.  Everybody went except Grossbart. 

 And Marx says — and I think it’s significant this is a first person story — “He had 

pulled a string and I wasn’t it.”  That’s on 2297.  So when he calls Sergeant Wright — 

and we know that they’re friends and they on a softball team together, and so forth, too.  

And they talked before.  In fact, Wright’s the one who told him where they’re going from 

classification assignment.  The guy who answers is Corporal Shulman. 

“Let me speak to Sergeant Wright.” 

“Who is this calling, sir?” 

“Sergeant Marx.” 

And to my surprise, the voice said, “Oh.”  Then: “Just a minute, Sergeant.” 

Shulman’s oh stayed with me while I waited for Wright to come to the phone.  

Why oh?  Who was Shulman?  And then, so simply, I knew I’d discovered the 

string Grossbart had pulled.   

And he imagines beautifully the way Grossbart insinuates himself into Shulman’s 

confidence.  And then he says,  “This may sound crazy, Bob, but I got a kid here on 

orders to Monmouth who wants them changed.  He had a brother killed in Europe and 

he’s hot to go to the Pacific. “ 

 And so lucky Private Harvey Alton who’s the first on the list.  Suddenly they need 

an infantryman in Monmouth, New Jersey, and he ships out and Grossbart’s going.  

Well, he’s waiting for Marx when he gets back. 

“Shulman told me what happened over there.  There’s no limit to your anti-
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Semitism, is there!  The damage you’ve done here isn’t enough.  You have to 

make a special phone call!  You really want me dead!” 

And Grossbart says Marx owes him an explanation, and he tells him, “Sheldon, 

you’re the one who owes explanations.”  To all of ‘em.  And he says, “I’ve got the right 

to watch out for myself.”  And Marx says, “For each other we have to learn to watch out, 

Sheldon.  You told me yourself.”   

“You call this watching out for me, what you did?” 

“No.  For all of us.” 

 And so Grossbart — he leaves Grossbart behind, crying, and he looks at the 

barracks where he can see these young men getting their stuff squared away for 

shipping out for California and eventual duty in the Pacific.  So I want you to tell me 

about the very last lines of this story. 

. . . they polished shoes, shined belt buckles, squared away underwear, trying as 

best they could to accept their fate.  Behind me, Grossbart swallowed hard, 

accepting his.  And then, resisting with all my will an impulse to turn and seek 

pardon for my vindictiveness, I accepted my own. 

 Accepted my own what?  What are the possible antecedents there besides fate?  

They’re accepting their fate and Grossbart is trying to accept his.  “. . . resisting with all 

my will an impulse to turn and seek pardon for my vindictiveness, I accepted my own.” 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Grossbart might die.  But he says “I accepted my own” — I accepted my own fate 

— but couldn’t he also be I accepted my own pardon?  It’s grammatically possible.  And 
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he also says, “I accepted my own pardon for my vindictiveness.”  It could also be he 

accepted his own vindictiveness.”  Because he is a little vindictive.  Sheldon asks for a 

lot but Sheldon went too far.  Sheldon crossed the line.  And not just a line as a Jew, but 

a line as a man.  And this is what Marx couldn’t stand anymore.  I think this is the part 

where he finally has to rebel. 

 I recommend the other stories of Philip Roth to you.  They’re good.  I’ll see ‘ya. 


