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This project examines the rhetorical strategies at play in four films which 

intertwine humor in a Holocaust narrative. I argue that humor can be a creative and 

powerful tool that speaks when straightforward language is impossible. I also consider 

critically the potential for humor to be offensive or belittling to a tragedy whose 

ramifications are far from past. Humor subverts expectations. Audience members 

expecting a Holocaust film prepare themselves to cry, shriek, or groan. Humor, then, 

functions as a disjuncture, a break from the comfort of “knowing” what to expect from a 

“Holocaust film.” I explore the ways that humor can draw the Holocaust out of the realm 

of cliché, to confront it from new and uncomfortable angles, to render its horrors vital 

once again. Peter Kassovitz’s Jakob the Liar models the dangers of creating a fictional, 

comedic Holocaust film based on the Hollywood epic style seen in films like Schindler's 



viii 

List. Kassovitz’s film rewrites Jurek Becker’s darkly comic novel, turning Robin 

Williams’s Jakob into a clownish hero-figure who keeps the ghetto alive with hope. The 

comic depictions in Life Is Beautiful have been received by some scholars as an affront to 

historical, ethical, and aesthetic sensibilities. I argue that the first half of the film 

effectively uses comedy to expose the absurdity of fascism.  In the concentration camp 

scenes, however, Life is Beautiful embraces the Schindler’s List paradigms of the 

Hollywood epic, which undoes the effective and irreverent humor of the early scenes. My 

final two chapters analyze Genghis Cohn and Mendel, films created outside of 

Hollywood which flout the many Hollywood conventions I’ve explored in the previous 

two chapters. While Jakob the Liar and Life is Beautiful are set within the sites of atrocity 

themselves and use humor as a method of survival or sustained hope, Genghis Cohn and 

Mendel move beyond the Holocaust to explore the aftermath and the recovery in the 

decades that follow. Genghis Cohn and Mendel use humor to access and create memory, 

and to develop a history—personal and collective—of the Holocaust and its victims after 

the fact. 
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Introduction 

 

1

Film reviewer David Denby penned a quick 300 word pan of Roberto Benigni’s 

Life is Beautiful for the November 16, 1998 issue of The New Yorker. “I love this happy, 

noisy, virile clown,” he wrote, “and I wish that I could say that his much honored film 

Life is Beautiful was anything but a mistake.”2 Denby’s review sounds disappointed, but 

not impassioned, and is included almost as an afterthought, tacked onto the end of a 

column in which he devotes four times the amount of space each to reviews of Elizabeth 

and the Denzel Washington-Bruce Willis terrorist action adventure The Siege.  

Three months later, in the March 15, 1999 New Yorker, Denby returns to Life is 

Beautiful, this time with a full-length column and with a full-page drawing by Art 

Spiegelman depicting an emaciated man in concentration camp stripes and a yellow star 

sitting in a cell and clutching an Oscar statuette, a look of stunned horror on his face. This 
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review begins almost apologetically, attempting to explain both his short review of the 

film in the fall, and his need to return to it months later. 

When I saw it last October the laughter died in my throat; I came out of the theatre 

feeling ash-gray, as if my soul had been mugged. I wrote out a full review for this 

magazine, but, with so many other movies opening, I decided to cut my pan to a 

mere three hundred words. At that length, the review raised more questions than it 

answered, and failed to engage the obvious enthusiasm that many people felt for 

the picture. Life is Beautiful has won awards all over the world; it has been 

nominated for seven Oscars, including best picture, and has now earned more at 

the box-office than any foreign-language movie ever shown in America. The 

reviews in this country were predominantly but by no means universally 

favorable, and I run into naysayers here and there. But I also keep hearing about 

people who think the movie is “wonderful.” The picture appears to fill, for its 

many admirers, some sort of need. It’s time to look at Life is Beautiful again.3

Denby then offers a detailed analysis of the film, concluding with the condemning remark 

that, “Life is Beautiful is a benign form of Holocaust denial. The audience comes away 

feeling relieved and happy and rewards Benigni for allowing it, at last, to escape.” As 

Denby notes, he was not alone in both his reaction to the film and his surprise at the 

large-scale popular embracement of it. Richard Alleva writes in Commonweal that the 

film “…muffles horror, even aestheticizes it…it gives the audience permission to laugh 

and sob and applaud and, quite possibly, breathe a sigh of relief.”4 John Simon 

condemns the lack of realistic portrayals of the Holocaust, arguing that the film is “totally 
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unbelievable and downright stupid.”5 Writing for Time, Richard Schickel calls Life is 

Beautiful “[a] farce [that] trivializes the horror of the Holocaust.”6

I open this project with the admission that I was one of those who thought the film 

was “wonderful.” My long, somewhat tumultuous relationship with Life is Beautiful 

begins on Christmas night, a time perhaps ordinary or even stereotypical for the opening 

of many literary works but unusual for a dissertation about the Holocaust written by a 

Jewish woman. But this one begins within a Christmas stereotype of its own—a Jewish 

family in New York going out for Chinese food and a movie on Christmas night. It was 

1998, and my family and I went to see Roberto Benigni’s Life is Beautiful at a local 

arthouse cinema on Long Island. We joined about 150 other Jewish spectators for the late 

evening performance, and absolutely loved the film. We left inspired, uplifted, and in 

tears. We talked that night about my grandmother’s early years in Germany, about her 

family escaping to the States in the late 1930s. My mom shared her grandmother’s 

passport with us, stamped with a swastika. Over the next year, I turned my interest in the 

film, and my work with comedy both on the stage and in academia, into a Master’s 

report, which thus led to this dissertation. It was only once I started to work on this larger 

project that I began to complicate my view of Life is Beautiful, to examine Denby’s 

review more carefully, and to formulate new approaches to the larger questions that 

frame my inquiry into this and three other films released in the 1990s that interweave 

humor in a Holocaust narrative.  

The 1990s marked fifty years since Hitler’s Third Reich attempted a decimation 

of the Jewish people; Holocaust survivors were aging, and neo-Nazi, anti-Semitic, and 
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white supremacist groups were gathering strength and attempting to proclaim that the 

events of the Holocaust never transpired. It became vitally important to ensure that the 

horrors of the Holocaust would be remembered, retold, and passed on to future 

generations.  My analysis in this dissertation focuses on four films that were released 

within six years of each other—Jakob the Liar (1999), Life is Beautiful (1997), Genghis 

Cohn (1993), and Mendel (1997).  All tell a story either set in or responding to the 

Holocaust. All use humor as one of their main narrative devices. But that is where the 

similarities end.  This dissertation examines their differences and theorizes the reasons 

for and effects of these distinct approaches to using humor to respond to horror; I seek to 

uncover how humor functions in these films, and how these uses of humor and popular 

culture can offer a new approach to developing a cultural memory of the Holocaust.  

 

Benchmarks in Holocaust Memorialization in the United States 

The first comic work to tackle Hitler and his treatment of the Jewish people head 

on was Charlie Chaplin’s The Great Dictator (1940), which will be analyzed in detail in 

my second chapter as a frame for Benigni’s Life is Beautiful. Chaplin drew on the comic 

traditions of the early silent film comedians and portrayed Hitler as a bumbling, 

stumbling, accident-prone clown.  This film, produced before Hitler’s Final Solution to 

exterminate all of the Jews was implemented, was a direct, satirical parody of Hitler and 

his regime.  Shortly after Chaplin’s film, Ernst Lubitsch directed To Be or Not To Be 

(1942), a farcical satire about a group of stage actors trying to outwit the Nazis in Poland.  
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These two films together examined the power of wit and parody to degrade and 

disempower the finely crafted self-image of the Third Reich.   

In the first decade and a half following the end of World War II, works released 

about the Holocaust focused on disseminating the images and stories of the horrors 

endured by those in the ghettos and concentration camps.  Alain Resnais’s 1955 

documentary Night and Fog (Nuit et brouillard) combined footage of the concentration 

camps filmed ten years after the war’s end with footage and photographs shot within the 

camps during the war. Only thirty minutes long, it remains utterly haunting and 

horrifying fifty years after its release.   

The reception of many of the earliest Holocaust works differed significantly in 

Europe and the United States.7 First published in Amsterdam in a small run of 1500 

copies in 1947, Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl (Het achterhuis) shared an 

intimate look at life in hiding from a teenage girl’s perspective. Elie Wiesel’s Night (La 

Nuit), published in France 1958 and Primo Levi’s Survival in Auschwitz (Se Questo è un 

Uomo, If This Is a Man), published in Italy 1958, shared each man’s personal story of 

surviving the concentration camps. Unlike the contemporary Hollywood notion that 

survival automatically means a happy ending, both of these dark works meditate on the 

loss of sense of self and of faith as a result of all they experienced. Polish writer Tadeusz 

Borowski’s 1959 collection of fictionalized autobiographical short stories, This Way for 

the Gas, Ladies and Gentlemen (Pożegnanie z Maria, Farewell to Maria), published after 

he committed suicide, employs a sardonic, wry humor and biting wit to explore the day to 

day horrors of life within Auschwitz.  Honest and raw, these earliest Holocaust works 
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poured from open wounds. There were no happy endings; Anne Frank died at age fifteen 

of typhus at Bergen-Belsen. There were no redemptive tales of survival; both Wiesel and 

Borowski wrote of surviving the camps physically, but being left spiritually and 

psychically broken.   

But in the United States, many of these works— Elie Wiesel’s writings and Anne 

Frank’s diary especially—were received as heartwarming tales of survival. Wiesel’s 

Night was published in the United States in 1960, and became popular because it was 

seen as exploring issues of universal appeal—musings on family, faith, and failure. 

Wiesel has made a career on the speaking circuit based on his writings and reflections of 

his experiences, and has become an icon of Holocaust survival; his book is currently the 

selection of Oprah Winfrey’s popular book club, a sign both of its endurance and its 

acceptance in popular culture as a canonical and iconographic work. While his words 

read as haunting reminders of the devastation wrought by the Holocaust, in the United 

States he has been exalted as the voice of the survivor.  

Anne Frank is often portrayed in the United States as heroic, and praised for her 

spunky optimism in the face of grave danger.  Her writing remains many preteen girls’ 

introduction to the Holocaust through her honest mix of mundane descriptions and gossip 

about her daily life and her musings on much larger world events. When her diary was 

first published in the United States in 1952 it was wildly successful; much of this success 

can be attributed to its emphasis not on the graphic horrors but instead on the camaraderie 

and shared experiences of those in hiding. When the work was adapted for the stage in 

1956 and the Hollywood screen in 1959, the universal elements of the story were 
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accentuated at the expense of the Diary’s Jewish, Holocaust roots.  Audiences in the 

United States embraced Anne Frank as a model of optimism and essential moral 

goodness; this reaction sets the stage for Roberto Benigni’s success in the United States 

with Life is Beautiful, a film that, as I will explore in Chapter Two, similarly speaks 

universally about the power of the human spirit.  

The 1960s and 1970s saw two different approaches to the inclusion of humor in 

works about the Holocaust. The novels that were released focused on using humor as a 

way to delve deeper into the experiences of the Jewish people in the times leading up to 

war, in their years in the ghettos, and in the concentration camps. Two of these novels, 

Jurek Becker’s Jakob the Liar (1969) and Romain Gary’s The Dance of Genghis Cohn 

(1968) will be analyzed here alongside their contemporary adaptations. These works 

employ a style of dark humor that touches on the ironies of the inhuman world of 

persecution and the camps. Aharon Appelfeld’s novel Badenheim 1939, published in 

1970, explored the seeming naiveté of a resort town dealing with the minor trivialities of 

life as the Nazis slowly impose restrictions that encroach on their easygoing way of life.  

The narrative is saturated with surety on the part of the reader as to what will become of 

these people, and the farcical, whimsical nature of the humor is thus inflected with bitter 

irony.  Leslie Epstein’s King of the Jews (1979) is an account of I. C. Trumpelman, a man 

appointed to his ghetto’s Judenrat who takes his position of authority to an extreme.  

Epstein’s narrative combines classic Jewish humor styles with the slapstick of early 

Hollywood clowns.   
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This same time period saw the release of a number of film and television works 

that used humor primarily to make a mockery of Nazism.  Mel Brooks’ 1968 film The 

Producers tells the story of a pair of Broadway producers who decide to mount a 

production titled Springtime for Hitler because it will be a sure-fire flop and will ruin 

their careers while allowing them to keep the millions of dollars invested in the 

production.  The inevitable happens, the show is a smashing success, and the producers 

must deal with the effects of the play’s popularity.  Much like The Great Dictator, The 

Producers expends much energy parodying Hitler and his fanatical supporters. Unlike 

The Great Dictator, The Producers does not use this parody as a way to make a statement 

on the dangers or horrors of Nazism. Rather, Hitler is used as a comic narrative device to 

represent the most inappropriate subject for a play. The television sitcom Hogan’s 

Heroes, broadcast from 1965-1971, uses the Nazis in a similar way.  Presenting the 

ongoing adventures of the prisoners in a Nazi Prisoner of War camp, Hogan’s Heroes 

used the Nazis to represent the quintessential “bad guys,” the foil for the prisoners’ 

wacky antics.  

The 1970s also saw the production, but not release, of a Jerry Lewis film titled 

The Day the Clown Cried, the story of a clown who performed for children in a 

concentration camp and eventually used his clowning skills to lead them to the gas 

chamber.  Much speculation has circled around this film, with many wondering, 

especially in light of many critics’ negative responses to Life is Beautiful, whether Lewis 

decided the film was inappropriate and chose not to release it.  It appears more likely that 

the troubles with the film stem from some shady dealings by the production team, who 
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continued shooting even though their option on the screenplay had expired, and who were 

then prevented from releasing the film.  The screenwriters, Joan O’Brien and Charles 

Denton, reportedly refused to re-option the script once they saw the changes Lewis had 

made in his character.  Lewis apparently transformed the darkly comic story into another 

vehicle for his overly-exuberant clown character.8 The potential dangers of such an 

approach are explored in greater detail in my analyses of star-vehicles Jakob the Liar and 

Life is Beautiful.9

On April 16, 1978, the United States’ engagement with the Holocaust changed 

dramatically with the airing of the television miniseries Holocaust. Presented as part of 

an NBC series called “Big Event,” the miniseries told the stories of the members of the 

German-Jewish Weiss family as each one experiences life under the Nazis, deportation, 

and in most cases death in the concentration camp.  The winner of eight Emmy awards, 

Holocaust marked the beginning of Hollywood’s embrace of the Holocaust as a narrative 

device, useful for presenting pathos-laden epic struggles of hope, survival, and man’s 

inhumanity to man.  My analysis in Chapter One of Schindler's List and the adaptation of 

Jakob the Liar that starred Robin Williams will explore this issue in greater depth.  

 Following in the footsteps of Holocaust, in November 1978 President Jimmy 

Carter created the President's Commission on the Holocaust, which eventually led to the 

creation of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, which opened in 

Washington, D.C. in 1993.  In addition, the Fortunoff Video Archive for Holocaust 

Testimonies was established at Yale University, and began the process of filming 

testimonies of Holocaust survivors.  Thirty-five years after the end of the war, those who 
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had survived were aging rapidly, and thus began a push to record individuals’ histories 

and memories of their experiences in the camps.  

 Claude Lanzmann’s nine-and-a-half-hour film Shoah (1985) might be considered 

the aesthetic opposite of the miniseries Holocaust. Using neither archival footage nor 

visual recreations, Shoah intersperses images of the concentration camps and mass graves 

as they were in 1985 with interviews.  While he talks with some survivors, Lanzmann 

mainly interviews eyewitnesses to the horror—those who worked in or lived near the 

camps, or who watched as the Jews were removed from their home towns.  There is 

seemingly no narrative arc, no dramatic climax, and no spectacle. The dichotomy 

between these two works mirrors the main questions I explore in my analysis of comic 

films made in and outside of Hollywood. Haunting in its starkness, Shoah is the 

antithesis of a Hollywood film or a “Must See TV” miniseries, and can be seen as a 

reaction against works like the television series Holocaust, which marked the general 

public’s increasing comfort with using the Holocaust as a universal marker of tragedy.  

 Comic artist Art Spiegelman tells the story of his father’s Holocaust experiences 

in his Pulitzer Prize winning graphic novel Maus (1986). The work includes Spiegelman 

himself as a character, listening to and recording his father Vladek’s story, and ultimately 

reflects on the effects of the Holocaust on several generations of a family. The simplicity 

of the comic book form and Spiegelman’s use of mouse heads for all the Jewish 

characters, cat heads for the Nazis, and dogs for the Americans provides a dramatic frame 

for the horrific stories Vladek shares. Spiegelman’s work is not without humor, most 
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notably the banter between father and son, but it is primarily a testimony, using the comic 

book form for its artistic rather than narrative attributes.  

 In 1993, Steven Spielberg’s Schindler's List trumped Holocaust as the definitive 

Hollywood take on the Holocaust. Explored in greater detail in Chapter One, Schindler's 

List used the Holocaust to share a dramatic tale of heroism, sacrifice, and survival, and 

prompted a rash of documentaries all sharing similar stories of success. Barry Gewen, 

writing for The New York Times, notes that between 1990 and 2003, sixty-nine 

documentaries were made about the Holocaust.10 Unlike the starkness of Night and Fog, 

most of the documentaries made in the 1990s, including Anne Frank Remembered 

(1995), Survivors of the Holocaust (1996), The Lost Children of Berlin (1996), and The 

Betty Schimmel Story (1999), take their cues from the success of Schindler's List and 

present sentimental, heartwarming narratives of hope, survival, and the power of the 

human spirit.   

In addition to the films analyzed here, the 1990s also saw a number of 

performance pieces created by second generation Holocaust survivors that use humor. 

Lisa Lipkin and Moshe Waldoks created and performed Taking the Shoah on the Road, a

piece that parodies the commodification of the Holocaust in the Jewish-American 

marketplace. Deb Filler, whose one-woman show Punch Me in the Stomach was made 

into a film in Canada in the late 1990s, also uses humor as a way to express her reactions 

to growing up the daughter of Holocaust survivors.  Lisa Kron’s live performance piece 

2.5 Minute Ride focuses on her experiences as the daughter of a Holocaust survivor.  

Kron’s piece details her attempt through filmmaking and traveling with her father to 
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come to a clearer understanding of her father’s experiences and their effects on his life.  

2.5 Minute Ride chronicles both Kron’s father’s nervewracking ride on a roller coaster, 

and their journey together to the site of the Auschwitz concentration camp.  As the 

daughter of a survivor, this project allows Kron to make sense of her father’s past, to 

record his testimony of the events he lived through. It also documents her own 

experiences visiting Auschwitz. Kron injects moments of humor into her performance of 

the journey through Auschwitz.  She positions her carefully timed humor for the 

moments when the descriptions of Auschwitz are so disturbing that they threaten to 

traumatize and thus forcefully distance the spectator. These bursts of humor serve to 

immediately cut the level of trauma, allowing Kron and the audience to catch their 

collective breaths, break out of the hold of the traumatic images, and thus prepare 

themselves to venture even further into the trauma.   

 I chose the four films that form the core of my dissertation chapters because of the 

ways that they model many of these ongoing debates about Holocaust representation.  As 

I analyze Jakob the Liar, Life is Beautiful, Genghis Cohn, and Mendel, I explore the ways 

that their uses of humor are distinctly situated the 1990s, a time when Hollywood 

embraced the Holocaust as a universal tragic narrative trope while simultaneously 

Holocaust survivors and their children and grandchildren dealt with the complexities of 

creating and maintaining a culturally-specific memory of the Holocaust.  I return 

repeatedly to questions of audience and market, examining the expectations of production 

companies and distributors about what would appeal to and draw in a mass-marketed 

Hollywood audience.  My explorations of humor also allow me to enter into current 
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theoretical discussions about memory and postmemory; I examine the ways that humor 

functions as a technique of memory creation and transmission in Genghis Cohn and 

Mendel, encouraging the survival of Jewish identity, community, and family.  

 

Holocaust Representation and the Question of Fiction 

In her book Powers of Horror, Julia Kristeva writes of the abject that it is “a place 

where meaning collapses,”11 a space in which language, laws, and humanity are devoid of 

meaning.  The actions of the Nazis in World War II—corralling the Jewish people into 

concentration camps, denying them any semblance of human rights—thrust the Jewish 

people into an abject space.  Kristeva views the abject as a void, a nullified region, a 

space which language cannot articulate.  That definition is realized in the images of 

people in concentration camps.  The viewer of photographs, documentaries, and 

newsreels sees repeated images of emaciated bodies, faces without expression, revealing 

a detachment from the world and from any sense of humanity, meaning, or language.  

The Nazi approach to the extermination of the Jews was to dehumanize them, to force 

them out of the realms of society.  Kristeva notes that “[t]he abject confronts us…with 

those fragile states where man strays on the territories of animal.”12 As the Jews in the 

concentration camps were treated as little more than animals, they were denied their 

capacity for language and agency.   

The theory that the Holocaust has destroyed language often comes up in work 

done by trauma studies scholars and people working with Holocaust survivors. Dori 

Laub, a psychoanalyst who treats Holocaust survivors and their children, and is a 
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survivor himself, argues that “the imperative to tell the story of the Holocaust is inhabited 

by the impossibility of telling, and therefore, silence about the truth commonly 

prevails”;13 in short, he concludes that the Holocaust thus involved a “collapse of 

witnessing.”14 Unable to speak about the trauma they have experienced, Holocaust 

victims cannot serve as witnesses.  While some critics argue that non-realistic 

representations are inappropriate, my analysis here posits the use of comedy as one 

potential tool that can be used to reclaim language that has been lost in the void of the 

abject, thereby creating a space for witnessing.  

The notion of the Holocaust as an abject space for its victims may seem initially 

to support the argument of critics who claim that the Holocaust defies representation and 

therefore should not be the subject of literature, art, or film. Leslie Epstein, academic and 

author of the powerful comic novel King of the Jews, writes on the need for writing and 

creative works to counteract, rather than succumb to, the crushing silence that followed 

the Holocaust: 

Still, there seemed to be something about the Holocaust, the degree of suffering it 

caused, its meaning, its implications, that threatened to numb the imagination, not 

only for a single generation but for all time.…[The] very act of writing, the 

exercise of the will of the poet, the shape and form of his poem, implied a kind of 

meaning, and gave a degree of pleasure, that tended to mitigate if not contradict 

the very horror, the chaos, that he wished to depict. What other solution, then, but 

silence?  
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 But what irony in this call! For this numbness, muteness, oblivion not only 

seemed to confirm the destruction of the imagination, but mirrored the most 

enduring quality of the fascist aesthetic, the dissociated sensibility, a disease that 

persisted long after the war itself was done and whose symptoms manifested 

themselves as amnesia, as a fog of forgetfulness that seemed to engulf an entire 

population, so that millions might claim with something like sincerity that they 

had no idea of what was going on.15 

Author and scholar Aharon Appelfeld agrees with Epstein, noting that the tendency to 

“let numbers and facts speak for themselves” is both understandable and problematic 

because “man as a number led to the horrors of dehumanization.”16 Appelfeld, the author 

of Badenheim 1939, offers a challenging rationale for the need for literary and 

imaginative works about the Holocaust.  Appelfeld claims that it was the reliance on cold, 

calculated facts and numbers that enabled the Third Reich to systematically destroy 

millions of people.  The destruction of individuality was crucial to the Nazi plan—

reducing names to numbers, cramming countless people into cattle cars and bunkers, 

killing people by the thousands in the gas chambers, and burning bodies or burying them 

in mass graves so no marker of an individual remained.  These actions worked to sever 

connections between the murderers and the victims, encouraging the Nazi workers to see 

not people but numbers, bodies, masses.  Appelfeld believes it is important, therefore, to 

present the incomprehensible atrocity of the Holocaust from the individual perspective—

to bring it out of the realm of mass piles of nameless bodies and back to the trauma that 

destroyed a specific man, a unique woman, a person to whom a reader or spectator can 
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relate.  To return the individual subjectivity to those murdered and enslaved in the 

Holocaust is to Appelfeld a primary function of creative works, and one that is essential 

to keeping it in the public memory.    

Ellen S. Fine offers the notion that Holocaust scholars are caught between “we’ll 

never know” and “we must not forget”17—two standpoints that seem especially pertinent 

as time continues to pass and the connections to the historical facts slip away. James 

Young, in his Writing and Rewriting the Holocaust, quotes the phrase engraved on the 

Holocaust memorial in Israel: “Forgetting lengthens the period of exile! In remembrance 

lies the secret of deliverance.”18 Imaginative works have the potential to draw 

connections to a past that is inhuman and unimaginable, and in danger of disappearing 

from our collective memory.  In this project, I examine the realm of popular culture, and 

comedy in particular, as active sites for the development and endurance of a cultural and 

global memory of the Holocaust. 

Lawrence Langer’s writings on the Holocaust span the final quarter of the 20th 

century and cover many of the critical issues at play in the scholarly discussions of the 

Holocaust. In his 1975 Holocaust and the Literary Imagination, Langer noted that there 

are “two forces at work in the literature of atrocity—historical fact and imaginative 

truth.”19 Twenty-five years later, the interplay of these two forces is still contentious. To 

reach at the truth of an instance of trauma sometimes requires moving beyond the facts, 

and realizing that there can be truth outside of the realm of the factual recreation.  Young 

concurs with Langer, noting that it is no longer possible to separate the literary and 

historical truths of the Holocaust. Young claims that, “the truths of the Holocaust—both 



17 

the factual and the interpretive—can no longer be said to lie beyond our understanding, 

but must now be seen to inhere in the ways we understand, interpret, and write its 

history.”20 Young here makes the call to move the discussion beyond the 

incomprehensibility of the Holocaust to what seems to be a more provocative discussion 

of how the Holocaust has and will affect the works of writers, scholars, artists.  

As distance from the Holocaust increases, the means of ensuring that people 

remember the Holocaust turn towards artistic and creative endeavors, and the necessary 

interplay of truth and fact.  There is no one clear answer, and no easy solution. Langer 

notes that while art and representation seem dangerous, there is an “equal danger that 

silence would be a surrender to cynicism and therefore a concession to the forces that 

created Auschwitz.”21 The Holocaust must be spoken about to be remembered, and to 

speak requires a way to break through the layers of abjection and silencing that have 

threatened to continue the destruction of the Jewish people.  

Langer further contends, in his 1995 collection of essays Admitting the Holocaust, 

that creative works about the Holocaust should not focus on the “resistance to genocide” 

because this invokes a heroic, martyred figure that thus denies the anonymity and mass 

execution style of the Nazis, and further offers “psychological satisfaction” to the 

spectator.22 He calls instead for a “cultural witness to genocide” that would use the 

mediums of artistic expression to present and attest to those horrors that are seemingly 

inconceivable to the human imagination.23 Langer carefully qualifies this call, however, 

noting that the desire to create a cultural witness to genocide that offers up a vision of 



18 

hope has the potential to be consoling as well, and leave the spectator with “memories of 

a healing wound rather than a throbbing scar.”24 

Irving Howe, in his essay “Writing and the Holocaust,” ventures further into the 

space for imagination in Holocaust writing and film. He notes that the Holocaust leaves 

the writer lost in a void of uncertainty because it ruptures the “timeless archetypes of 

human experience”  that literature relies on.25 The Holocaust writer may try to find 

“redemption, spiritual triumph, resolution with freedom—but cannot,” because unlike the 

defeat of man in the classic genres of tragedy and drama, the Holocaust saw man’s 

destruction.26 Howe believes that the solution is for writers to avoid the central horror of 

the Holocaust and instead focus on the periphery (he uses the analogy of not looking 

directly into the sun). He notes the threat that representations can domesticate atrocity, 

can “render it familiar and tolerable, shear away part of the horror.”27 The writers who he 

believes are effective engage in a circuitous form of narration, of writing around, of 

approaching but not overtly addressing the aspects of the Holocaust that already leave us 

aghast.28 My work analyzes two films, Life is Beautiful and Jakob the Liar, which 

attempt to confront the ghetto and the concentration camp with humor head-on, and two 

films, Genghis Cohn and Mendel, which use humor to grapple with issues of memory.  I 

explore how humor can be less effective and potentially domesticating when placed 

within the focal site of atrocity.    

Kristeva notes that “laughing is a way of placing or displacing abjection.”29 This 

project will explore the ways in which humor can be a powerful means to share the story 

anew, to return the individuality to the masses of photograph images and statistical data 



19 

that threatened to desensitize a spectator. Ultimately, my dissertation examines the ways 

that humor became one of the key tools that filmmakers used in the 1990s, and argues for 

certain uses of humor as particularly effective means to attain this personal level of 

familiarity once again, to reclaim an individual identity out of the anonymous masses, 

and thus to bridge connections with otherwise distanced spectators, to keep the horrors of 

the Holocaust vital for another generation. 

 

The Holocaust, Humor, and Popular Culture 

Jakob churns out imaginative reports of the Russian rescue mission to keep hope 

alive in his ghetto. Guido, the protagonist of Life is Beautiful, offers an absurd translation 

of the concentration camp guard’s rules to convince his young son that they’re playing a 

game. Genghis Cohn returns in ghostly form to force his executioner to adopt a kosher 

diet. Mendel’s father Aron shares self-deprecating jokes told by Jews about entering the 

gas chamber. These films use humor for a variety of purposes—to subvert abjection and 

enable language, to maintain a sense of hope in a time of despair, as a weapon of 

mockery against the aggressors.  The films posit humor’s power to enable language, to 

maintain hope and individuality, and to engender memory—both from within the 

narrative of the films themselves, and from their position in mainstream culture after a 

fifty year time lapse from the end of the war. My analysis of these four films will point to 

the successes and pitfalls of using humor to engage with the history and memory of the 

Holocaust.  
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Holocaust scholar Dominick LaCapra opens a discussion of Art Spiegelman’s 

Maus with a statement that has formed the theoretical basis of my approach to film 

comedy as a critical popular culture medium: 

For memory to be effective on a collective level, it must reach large numbers of 

people. Hence the acts or works that convey it must be accessible. A difficult 

novel, such as Thomas Mann’s Doctor Faustus, or a comparably demanding film, 

such as Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah, will have a limited audience and will affect 

larger numbers, if at all, only through the mediation of teachers and 

commentators, particularly if it becomes a “media event.” … But there is no 

greater icon of popular culture and mass diffusion than the comic book, and its 

messages may seem simple and straightforward enough to reach everyone in a 

relatively transparent way. One grows up with it as one grows up with TV, and 

one may be inclined to find it interesting or even captivating without knowing or 

perhaps caring why.30 

Although I would argue that Maus is as much a graphic novel as it is a comic 

book, and is not particularly aimed at mass audiences, this statement on the comic book 

points to some of the rationales for using humor, using traditions of film comedy, using 

the recognizable clown figure as a way to reach out to audiences who otherwise wouldn’t 

attend a screening of a “Holocaust film,” or who wouldn’t choose the literary novel from 

among the stack of choices. My analyses in this project point to the ways that humor can 

be used to access the memories of the horrors of the Holocaust. I also investigate those 
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uses of humor—most notably in films that conform to the Hollywood hero-story narrative 

arc—that move instead towards kitsch, consolation, and domestication.  

One of the main functions of humor is to subvert expectations.  Those expecting a 

Holocaust film expect to cry, perhaps to shriek in terror, to sob in horror, to groan in 

sympathetic pain.  Humor, then, functions as a disjuncture, a break with expectations, 

perhaps with the comfort of “knowing” what to expect from a “Holocaust film.”  Humor 

disrupts a level of comfort that a spectator enters with—prepared to be sad, she finds 

herself laughing alongside her tears.  For the spectator expecting a comedy there is a 

similar disjuncture—prepared to laugh at the antics of a clown onscreen, she finds herself 

sobbing as well.  Both spectators are caught in the incomprehensibility and grotesque 

excess of a genre that defies expectations.  This subversion is jarring, it is uncomfortable, 

and in this refusal to allow an easy ride through the film lies the potential for an active, 

critical engagement. 

 Arthur Schopenhauer states that while irony is a joke concealed behind 

seriousness, humor is seriousness concealed behind a joke.31 This definition of humor 

seems especially significant to my work; Schopenhauer is not saying that humor 

eradicates or mocks seriousness, but that it shields the seriousness—a seriousness which 

nevertheless is a constant, existing force behind the humor.  Søren Kierkegaard develops 

this idea when he notes that the humorist recognizes suffering in life, but “turns 

deceptively aside and revokes the suffering in the form of the jest.”32 

Holocaust scholar Terrence Des Pres sees a danger to high seriousness, to 

regarding the Holocaust with reverent awe—awe is quieting.  “Laughter revolts,” notes 
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Des Pres, “[refusing] to take the Holocaust on its own crushing terms.”33 What can 

lamentation, or high seriousness, do with behavior as bizarre as that exhibited by the 

Nazis, he asks.  As all is turned upside down, in a world permeated with the sole promise 

of death, the “spectacle of life defending itself is open to unusual perspectives.”34 Des 

Pres’s conclusion follows up this idea with the note that, “the value of the comic 

approach is that by setting things at a distance it permits us a tougher, more active 

response.”35 Humor, laughter, comedy and clowning have the potential to domesticate 

life under Nazi rule, to make it palatable and predictable; they also, however, have the 

potential to rupture the silencing horrors and allow the stories to speak.  Creators of 

Holocaust works that use humor walk a thin line, always risking domestication when they 

aim to thwart expectations, and perhaps even risking the opposite—causing discomfort if 

they hope to console and uplift.  

Humor can evoke a critical and thoughtful reaction from an audience because of 

its anarchic potential to subvert authority and challenge notions of truth. Unhampered by 

diplomacy and tact, the fool conveys transcendent truths that puncture the hypocrisy of 

official language, seemingly unaware of the insight he or she has expressed. The clown 

character is used to present the balance that exists between wisdom and folly in people.  

The clown embraces folly as the means to display wisdom; his actions point to the fact 

that folly exists even in those who seem the most wise.36 He sees the truth and folly in 

human nature, and models them for the spectator through his exaggerated behavior.  

When the clown is placed into a tragedy, or tragic situation, such as Lear’s fool in 
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Shakespeare’s King Lear, the fool does not merely expose this latent folly, but goes 

further to question the nature of folly and madness itself.  

The power of the clown stems from his position outside of the boundaries of the 

norms of acceptable human behavior.  Through his actions, the clown establishes himself 

as an extreme, as a blending of humanity with absurdity.  As he is not wholly bound by 

the signs of the symbolic order, he is not completely affected by any enforced abjection.  

He instead uses his liminal positionality to resist abjection and retain and reclaim 

language.  These clowns use comedy to subvert the destructive language of the 

oppressors and to render them absurd.  

 My work will theorize the interconnected nature of the Jew and the clown in these 

films; Jakob, Guido, and Cohn are officially silenced because as Jews they are considered 

less than human, but they find the space to speak from within their clown persona.  They 

are overtly aware of the political situation, and are also aware of the complicated power 

of speech afforded to them by their dual lack of status, as both Jew and clown.  As a Jew, 

each is silenced, controlled, and dehumanized.  As a clown, he already exists in the 

liminal space outside of humanity; he therefore is able to maintain his own off-centered 

humanity despite dehumanizing conditions, and is able to speak in the face of enforced 

silence.  

Theodor Reik, a psychoanalyst and contemporary of Freud, offers up a complex 

analysis of the factors that make Jewish jokes unique in his book Jewish Wit, published in 

1962. He concludes that there is a certain “peculiarity of Jewish wit: you laugh at it, but it 

is not merry. This special feature, which is determined by the misery from which it 
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arises…remains invisibly, but perceptibly its background…. The edge of sadness is not 

taken off, but lingers on.”37 Irving Howe comes to a similar conclusion in an article 

published in 1987 when he notes that Jewish humor is “disturbing and upsetting, its 

phrases dipped in tragedy.”38 I argue that it is this characteristic of Jewish humor that 

makes it such a powerful means of conveying memory.   

Dominick LaCapra discusses an issue that is at the heart of criticisms of the use of 

humor—the notion of kitsch—“In art, the term for works that bring unearned, premature 

pleasure…the harmonizing and sentimentalizing rendition of disconcerting, potentially 

traumatizing subjects.”39 Filmmaker Claude Lanzmann calls kitsch, “idealist images that 

permit every sort of consoling identification.”40 LaCapra points to Schindler’s List as a 

prime example of kitsch—sentimentally harmonizing, representing the Germans, the 

Polish, and the Jewish children each with a young girl. It culminates with a heartwarming 

ending that relegates Schindler to martyr status, and ultimately presents the survivors 

engaging in a final ritual that “seems to provide consolation that is too facile for the 

wounds of the past.”41 The notion of kitsch is critical when looking at films that use 

humor; my analysis points to the prevalence of kitsch in Jakob the Liar and Life is 

Beautiful, those films created from within the Hollywood tradition that use humor to 

conceal the truth of the horrors and instead encourage a hopeful spirit. 

 

Overview of the dissertation 

 “Kush mir in tokhes!” This Yiddish phrase, which means “Kiss my ass!,” forms 

the basis of a bond between a former Nazi officer, Otto Schatz, and the ghost of Genghis 
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Cohn, a Jewish comedian he killed in the camps.  Elijah Moshinsky’s BBC film Genghis 

Cohn and Steven Spielberg’s Hollywood blockbuster Schindler’s List, both released in 

1993, represent two vastly divergent approaches in late 20th century Holocaust films—

where Schindler’s List grabs its audience with hyperreverent recreations of concentration 

camp scenes, an emotional hero story, and a tragic narrative that continually works to 

bring the viewer to tears, Genghis Cohn shuns this Hollywood-styled spectacle of horror, 

and engages with its audience instead through dark, irreverent humor.  These films offer 

up two significant approaches to the Holocaust found in popular, commercial films in the 

remainder of the decade.  

Schindler's List set up the major paradigms for the 1990s Hollywood Holocaust 

film—the hero with a heart of gold, the idea that the actions of one person can change the 

fate of many, the redemptive ending where the hero sacrifices himself to save others.  In 

Chapter One, “Schindler, Laughing: Jakob the Liar, Robin Williams, and the Hollywood 

Hero,” I examine the dangers of creating a fictional, comedic Holocaust film based on 

these paradigms. I further analyze the ways that celebrity casting undercuts the potential 

of a comedy-infused Holocaust narrative to subvert viewer expectations.  Chapter Two, 

“A Thousand Points: Humor, Clowning, and the Game in Life is Beautiful” examines a 

film designed by Roberto Benigni to raise his status in Hollywood, to reach out to a 

Hollywood audience and gain recognition in the United States.  Looking at the two 

halves of the film—the first half takes place in a small Tuscan village while the second 

takes place in the concentration camp—I analyze the ways that similar forms of comedy 

function differently in each setting. In the second half of Benigni’s film, the protagonist 
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lies to his son and tells him that their time in the concentration camp is part of a big game 

they’re playing for the young son’s birthday. I examine the implications of this approach 

using Jona Oberski’s book Childhood to posit an alternative option where the child is told 

the simple, honest truth about his circumstances.  

Both films in the first half of this project tell the story of a man who uses his 

clowning and storytelling abilities to restore hope and save lives.  Although set within the 

ghetto and the concentration camp respectively, these films function more as vehicles for 

testing the comic muscles of their celebrity comedian stars than as tools to engage with 

the memory and history of the Holocaust.  Humor works to cover up reality, to soften the 

dangers and hopelessness that face those imprisoned in the ghetto or camp, and ultimately 

to enable others to survive.   

Hollywood wants—especially in its comedies—a heartwarming universality, for 

its comics to inspire, to share the beauty of humanity, the beauty of life, the beauty in all 

things. And yet, life is not always beautiful, and the Holocaust was much more complex 

than these films let on. But that doesn’t mean that there’s no place for humor. The second 

half of my dissertation explores two films also produced in the 1990s that flout the many 

Hollywood conventions I explore in the previous two chapters, and thus challenge some 

of the common critical assumptions about the use of humor in Holocaust films. In 

Chapter Three, “The Ghost and The Puppet: Genghis Cohn and the Transformative 

Power of Humor and Memory,” I analyze the comic banter between the ghost of Jewish 

comedian Genghis Cohn and his “de-Nazified” executioner-turned-police commissioner 

Otto Schatz to argue for the ways that humor can be used to create memory and to 
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engender a rebirth of Judaism in a visceral, embodied manner. In Chapter Four, “‘Did 

you hear about Moishe?’: The Joke and the Expression and Construction of Memory in 

Alexander Røsler’s Mendel,” I conduct close readings of the jokes told in the film to 

argue for the joke as a tool of memory transmission. Mendel shares the story of a young 

boy trying to access his family’s history and memories during their post-war relocation in 

Norway; I examine the ways that joke-telling between father and son makes the family’s 

concentration camp experiences translatable across generations.  

While Jakob the Liar and Life is Beautiful are set within the sites of atrocity 

themselves and use humor as a method of survival or sustained hope, Genghis Cohn and 

Mendel move beyond the Holocaust to work from the position of memory. The directors 

do not focus on recreating images of the concentration camps or ghettos. They explore 

instead the aftermath, the recovery, and the effects of the Holocaust in the decades that 

follow. Genghis Cohn and Mendel use humor to access memory, to create memory, and 

to develop a history—personal and collective—of the Holocaust and its victims after the 

fact. 

Scholars continually debate the appropriateness of any works depicting the 

Holocaust; works that employ humor are especially suspect and often summarily 

dismissed—as grotesque, degrading, unethical.  In her analysis of the often-unexamined 

complexities of Schindler’s List, Miriam Bratu Hansen offers a powerful rationale for her 

study that fits my own approach as well: “To dismiss the film because of the a priori 

established unrepresentability of what it purports to represent may be justified on ethical 

and epistemological grounds, but it means missing a chance to understand the 



28 

significance of the Shoah in the present, in the ongoing and undecided struggles over 

which past gets remembered and how.”42 Creators of Holocaust works grapple with the 

paradox of needing to pass on memories to subsequent generations, and yet being unable 

to speak of these horrors, so extreme that they defy language and narrative. I contend that 

imaginative works produced for a popular audience can help draw connections to a past 

that rapidly slips from our collective memory.   

When I first designed this project, I focused on each film’s narrative uses of 

humor; as an English literature scholar, I have always been most at home conducting 

close readings and exploring the nuances of a text. Analyzing these films, however, 

requires significant attention to aspects of their production, distribution, and reception. 

Jakob the Liar and Life is Beautiful are big-budget works with comic celebrity stars, 

whereas Genghis Cohn and Mendel were crafted for smaller audiences with less of an 

expectation of wide scale exposure and subsequently different investments in wrestling 

with the difficulties of Holocaust memorialization. I situate my work, therefore, within 

the field of cultural studies as each chapter examines how issues such as audience, 

authorship, and generational and ethnic difference and distance influence each film’s 

contribution to the multiple voices of Holocaust representation.   

This introduction ends quite close to where it began—with a Thanksgiving trip to 

New York in 2004. I arrived with my husband at my side and my belly swollen with 

baby, and this time my family journeyed into the city to catch a performance of The 

Producers on Broadway. Opening on Broadway in 2001 with Nathan Lane and Matthew 

Broderick in the starring roles, the musical met instant critical acclaim and proudly 
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advertises itself as “Winner of the Most Tony Awards Ever!”43 The lobby was a spectacle 

of merchandising; ushers hawking t-shirts, posters, souvenir books, official cast 

recordings. The show has a flashy webpage, http://www.producersonbroadway.com,

where fans can watch clips, hear songs, read press releases and reviews, and most 

importantly, buy merchandise. More t-shirts, more posters, but also money clips, 

magnets, key rings, coffee mugs, and lapel pins. You can even download the song 

“Springtime for Hitler” to use as the ringtone for your mobile phone.  Broadway 

audiences seem to be considered consumers first, theater patrons second.   

As the audience laughed uproariously at musical’s main production number, as 

actors-playing-actors-playing-Nazis broke into a dance routine that involved goose-

stepping in the formation of a swastika, I reflected on the continuing pertinence of this 

project.  The darkly comic, ironic edge to The Producers has fallen away over the past 

thirty-five years since Mel Brooks’ film was released. No longer a risky endeavor, 

mocking Hitler has become light comedy, a quick and easy laugh, and most noticeably, a 

way to bring in money. Much like Life is Beautiful and Jakob the Liar, The Producers 

uses Hitler as the “extreme”—the most offensive possible subject, the worst musical, the 

sure-fire flop. Ultimately, Hitler has become a caricature, more silly than evil; the horror 

has been removed, leaving just the absurdity behind.  

As temporal distance from the Holocaust increases, and as the repetition of 

familiar images threatens to saturate the public, there is an increasing danger that the 

atrocities committed will slip into the comfortable realm of historical memory. In The 

Dance of Genghis Cohn, the novel upon which the film Genghis Cohn is based, Romain 



30 

Gary addressed the potential effects of distance when Schatz, the former Nazi haunted by 

Cohn, the Jewish comedian, replies to Cohn’s presence with this telling exclamation: “I’ll 

tell you something, Cohn. You’re out of date. You’re old-fashioned.  We’ve seen enough 

of you….Your yellow star, your ovens, your gas chambers, nobody wants to hear about 

them anymore….We want to keep moving forward.  Auschwitz, Treblinka, Belsen, it’s 

beginning to be a cliché.”44 If the Holocaust has become cliché, then we must unpack 

what has caused this desensitization, and figure out how to retell these horrors anew, to 

continue to evoke reactions from spectators, to continue to remember. I will argue in my 

final two chapters that the use of humor in Genghis Cohn and Mendel draws the 

Holocaust out of the realm of cliché, to confront it from new and uncomfortable angles, 

to render its horrors vital once again.  
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Schindler, Laughing: 

Jakob the Liar, Robin Williams, and the Hollywood Hero 

Perusing the “New Releases” section of my local video rental store in the fall of 

2000, my eyes fell upon Robin Williams’ perennially poignant face gazing heavenward, a 

worn look about him. The other images surrounding him were unmistakable, to the point 

of cliché—a little girl with a yellow star looking mournfully over her shoulder. Barbed 

wire. The headlights of a train. The reds and oranges of smoky fire turning into ashen-

gray clouds. I grabbed the box. A Robin Williams Holocaust movie? No. No, no, no. 

Could Hollywood’s favorite feel-good clown truly be flexing his comic muscles in a 

Polish ghetto?  I knew I was going to have to watch the film; I was working on building 

my Master’s Report into a dissertation, and this film, coming out so close to Life is 

Beautiful, was clearly going to play a role in my analysis. My reaction to watching Robin 

Williams take on the character of Jakob Heym was simple: this film, this Hollywood 

celebrity vehicle, did exactly what I expected it to.  
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Peter Kassovitz’s Jakob the Liar, released in 1999, was a film adaptation of Jurek 

Becker’s novel of the same name published in 1969. Kassovitz’s film, which stars and 

was executive produced by Robin Williams, differs radically from both Becker’s novel 

and Frank Beyer’s film adaptation in East Germany in 1974; these points of departure 

form the basis of my contention that the problems with the film are based not in its source 

material, but in an adaptation that succumbs to the comforting familiarity of celebrity 

casting, the consoling use of humor to shield the truth and effect survival, and the static 

narrative structure of the Hollywood hero story.  

Steven Spielberg’s Schindler's List frames my discussion of the trope of the hero 

in Kassovitz’s Jakob the Liar. Examining how Schindler's List creates its hero-figure, and 

how Kassovitz’s adaptation of Jakob the Liar embraces this model, I argue that the 

conventionality and narrative consistency of these heroic tropes and types are antithetical 

to any realistic or ethical representation of the Holocaust because they are static, 

predictable, and universal, and therefore are ineffective at representing the horror and 

total random and deliberate destructiveness of the Holocaust.  

Published by Jurek Becker in post-war Germany in 1969, Jakob the Liar tells the 

story of Jakob Heym, a Jewish man in 1944 who overhears a radio report claiming that 

the Russians are only 300 miles away from the ghetto in which he lives.1 Jakob realizes 

that this good news must be spread, but is loath to share the source of his information—a 

radio in the duty officer’s office where he was sent when out on the street after curfew—

because he is afraid of being thought a traitor and informer.  He instead claims that he 

heard the information on a radio, his radio, a radio that is illegal to own in the ghetto, a 
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radio that would be the ghetto inhabitants’ sole connection to the outside world.  As news 

spreads about Jakob’s radio, so does a feverish need by the community to hear updated 

reports.  At first stymied by his lack of information, Jakob eventually realizes that he 

does not need to know the actual truth about the status of the Russian troops, but needs 

only to give the people what they want—hope.  He begins to invent reports that bring the 

Russian troops slowly closer to the ghetto, and realizes the power his reports have on the 

community; from the inception of the “radio,” there have been no suicides at all in the 

ghetto.  Lying, Jakob discovers, preserves the will to live.  In the end, however, the ghetto 

is deported and the majority of its inhabitants, Jakob included, die in the concentration 

camps.   

 Becker’s novel finds most of its humor in the nameless narrator, who serves as 

witness for the events in the ghetto and infuses his retelling of the story with his dark, 

quick wit.  While crammed into cattle cars en route to the concentration camp, Jakob had 

shared with the narrator his story of the radio.  The narrator explains that he finds himself 

compelled since his survival of the camps and the war to share this story continually. As 

the one surviving witness, his story becomes testimony, and while he strives to present as 

accurate a recollection as he can, he also makes the reader aware of the fact that there is 

an overarching truth to this story that exists outside the boundaries of specific facts.  He 

constantly interrupts the story to admit to invented dialogue, speculate on alternative 

variations of a conversation, and lament his absence at a critical event.  Modeling a 

survivor’s shared testimony, Becker subverts any simple narrative flow and continually 

reasserts the ruptures that the Holocaust has created on memory and story. 
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The first film adaptation of Jakob the Liar was produced in 1974 in East 

Germany.2 Directed by Frank Beyer, this was the first and only East German film ever to 

be nominated for the Best Foreign Language Film Academy Award.  The film takes an 

approach indicative of both its time and place in history and removes any humor and any 

of the speculative aspects of the narrative and presents a straightforward plot of Jakob, 

the radio, and the troubles it causes him and those around him.  The images of the ghetto 

are stark, cramped, and somber, as is the musical score, and the characters are all 

exhausted and demoralized. From within post-war East Germany, twenty-five years after 

the war’s end, this film is necessarily a somber meditation on the hardships of the ghetto 

and on the questionable power of hope on the spirit of a beaten-down people.   

Beyer’s version kept the basic plot of the novel intact but removed the dark, 

complaining wit by excluding the narrator. Kassovitz’s version of Jakob the Liar3 takes 

the plot of the novel in an entirely new direction, focusing on the humor of the Jews in 

the ghetto, on the magical power of the radio to inspire hope, and on Jakob as a clownish 

hero-figure who delights in the stories he concocts and becomes the leader of a 

burgeoning resistance.  Kassovitz’s ghetto is a Hollywood-ized one, with just enough dirt 

and squalor to show that these were “hard times.”  Everything in Beyer’s ghetto is a few 

degrees worse—the streets have many fewer people walking along them, the apartments 

are smaller with more people crammed in them, the furnishings are fewer and in much 

worse condition. Beyer’s film shows men playing checkers on a hand-drawn board, while 

in Kassovitz’s film they play chess. In Beyer’s film, the Jews are crammed into tiny 

apartments with few furnishings, while in Kassovitz’s film the ghetto inhabitants live in 
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much roomier apartments and have managed to keep many more of their valuable 

possessions—china, crystal, even a pistol. The yellow stars worn by the Jews stand out in 

Beyer’s film, which otherwise is suffused with shades of gray and brown.  Kassovitz’s 

film, while also predominately drab, is downright colorful when compared to Beyer’s 

dark and dank mise-en-scene; the Holocaust images have been sanitized for a Hollywood 

audience. The musical score is livelier as well, full of fiddles, accordions, and 

harmonicas, which adds a whimsical air to the film. Even the characters themselves are 

more worn down in Beyer’s film; they appear exhausted throughout, and speak only as 

much as is necessary.  Kassovitz’s ghetto still retains an air of lively community, full of 

banter and chatter. This chapter explores the ways that Kassovitz’s adaptation takes 

significant liberties with Becker’s novel, transforming the multi-layered story into a 

straightforward, Hollywood narrative which neatly packages the Holocaust story in a way 

that makes it palatable.  

 

Robin Williams, Humor, and Hollywood Celebrity Casting 

Williams…is more properly categorized as an entertainer -- no, make that phenomenon -- 

than as an actor.4

The opening scene of Kassovitz’s film establishes an immediate departure from 

Becker’s novel, and provides a direct address of the film’s intended message regarding 

humor. Over a black screen listing the opening credits comes Robin Williams’s voice, 

with an overstylized Eastern European accent, telling what has become a classic 

Holocaust-era joke:  
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Hitler goes to a fortune teller and asks “When will I die?” 

And the fortune teller replies “On a Jewish holiday.” 

Hitler then asks, “How do you know that?” 

And she replies “Any day you die will be a Jewish holiday.” 

This joke, combined with credits written in a scratchy font and a drawn string of barbed 

wire, opens the film with a comment on the subversive potential for humor when any 

other attempt to speak against the ruling party would be forbidden. The credits fade, and 

the shot opens on a cobblestone street lined with rowhouses.  The scene is lit in a deep 

blue/gray, as men race inside to an amplified voice announcing that curfew is in thirty 

minutes.  The camera pans down to Robin Williams as Jakob, in a thick tweed coat and 

hat, sitting by the ghetto wall looking up at a tree on the other side. His voiceover 

continues: 

So you ask me as a Jew, how could you tell a joke like that at a time like that? 

That’s how we survived, and those were some of the things that kept us going. 

Everything else the Germans have taken…. So we relied on the little things; a 

dark joke, a sunny day, a hopeful rumor.  

This opening shifts the entire perspective of the story; while Becker opens with his 

narrator musing about trees in a seemingly meaningless set of ramblings, Kassovitz 

begins by making a direct commentary on humor as a means for hope and survival. 

Becker’s narrator makes it clear from the start that this is not going to be a simple, easy 

storyline for a viewer to relax into mindlessly.  Kassovitz, however, offers a different 

viewing experience, beginning with a note of hopefulness in the midst of strife.  The 
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opening establishes a set of expectations, and the film ends up as an ineffective Holocaust 

work because it cleanly fulfills each and every one of them. 

The main plot of Becker’s novel does not involve much use of humor. Jakob 

Heym is a tired, older man forced into hard labor and ghetto living and wanting solely to 

return to a semblance of a normal life.  It is the nameless narrator who infuses the story 

with wit, sharing anecdotes about others in the ghetto, speculating on possible 

interactions that he has not actually overheard, and speaking in a manner consistent with 

the traditions of Jewish humor styles.  His humor is dark, ironic; he questions, he 

complains, he jokes.  His frequent reference to trees, to his love for trees and his regret 

that he could not name trees while in the ghetto provides both witty and humorous 

moments and a stark awareness of the sparse, empty space of the ghetto.  The reader 

learns late in the book that the narrator’s constant attention to trees actually serves as a 

way to remember his wife, who was shot to death in front of a tree.  His use of humor is 

biting and disconcerting, as it continually reinforces images of cruelty and suffering. 

Consistent with the uses of humor that I will explore in later chapters on Genghis Cohn 

and Mendel, Becker’s narrator uses humor to reach back into memory and extract this 

story. Humor allows him access to memories that otherwise would collapse and threaten 

to suffocate.  

Casting Robin Williams as Jakob has implications; an audience with a familiarity 

with Hollywood films has clear expectations of what a 1990s Robin Williams film will 

involve.5 Jakob’s character is transparent; he is a conglomeration of the many clowns in 

Robin Williams’ repertoire. Robin Williams is not an actor so much as a comic 
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personality, a Hollywood celebrity who relies consistently on his signature brand of 

comic stylings.  As a celebrity personality, Williams rarely transcends his carefully 

sculpted and maintained persona.   

His career has taken some interesting turns; he began as a fairly raunchy stand-up 

comic, and made a name for himself in the 1970s as the quirky alien on “Mork and 

Mindy.”  He has recently shifted towards some darker roles in films such as Insomnia and 

One Hour Photo, and has returned to some darker comedy as well, as in his performance 

in the 2002 film Death to Smoochy. Throughout the 1990s, however, Williams was 

amazingly consistent in his choice of film roles and his performance styles. Shunning all 

but the most sentimental and heart-warming films, Williams filled role after role playing 

little more than his recognizable screen persona.  This trend began with a few films in the 

late 1980s and early 1990s, through which one can track the development of the Robin 

Williams persona. As Adrian Cronauer in the 1987 film Good Morning, Vietnam, 

Williams demonstrated his talent as a quick-witted and quick-talking storyteller. Dead 

Poets Society established “Robin Williams the Inspiring Teacher,” who led his students 

from the depths of apathy into the joys of literature.  And Awakenings helped create the 

trope of the healer, the doctor who risks his own good name for what he believes will 

bring about a cure.  All of these films tend to focus on one major recurring theme, which 

crops up in Williams’ film canon repeatedly over the subsequent decade: the power of 

one man to make a difference.  And it is here that the Robin Williams signature role 

converges with the demands of the Hollywood Holocaust narrative.  
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Williams’ Jakob embodies elements of Patch Adams and Mrs. Doubtfire, the 

sweet, sentimental clown who cures what ails you, as he shares his news of Russian 

advances.  He is the whimsical, physical clown from Jumanji as he jumps and dances 

through the street, chasing a sheet of newspaper. He comes to resemble the quick-witted 

storytellers from Aladdin  and A.I. While he expresses annoyance at being constantly 

badgered for reports at first, he quickly falls into his role as the messenger of hope and 

relays his invented joyful news with abandon. An imaginative delight overcomes Jakob 

as he begins to formulate fake news reports and share them among his fellow workers at 

the plant.  He gets excited, dramatic, acting out reports he heard on his “radio,” drawing 

detailed maps and describing Russian weapons. He is the boy trapped in an adult body in 

Jack, he is Peter Pan who will never grow up in Hook. Because his film persona saturates 

any character he plays, he is safe to watch; although the character might, Robin Williams 

couldn’t really be killed in the ghetto.  The presence of a celebrity personality allows a 

viewer to watch without having to risk engagement with any complexities the film might 

present. 

It shouldn’t be surprising, then, that Robin Williams’s interpretation of Jakob 

diverges from Becker’s description and the portrayal in Beyer’s film.  In these initial 

versions, Jakob is a haggard older man, worn out by his years and his time in the ghetto, 

and uninterested in being his people’s martyr.  He regrets hearing the radio broadcast as 

he immediately realizes the position in which this knowledge will place him.  He is 

unwilling to formulate stories, and throughout expresses his discontent with those who 

insist on pestering him for updated reports.  Robin Williams does play Jakob as a 
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somewhat tormented clown figure.  While still brutalized by his life in the ghetto, 

however, Williams’s Jakob acts younger, sprightlier, than the earlier portrayals.  

Jakob’s wit is enhanced by Kassovitz’s choice to fuse the narrator’s character 

with Jakob’s.  It is Jakob who offers the voiceover in the introduction that establishes the 

place of humor in the ghetto.  It is Jakob who talks of the importance of trees, of his wife 

who was shot; in Becker’s novel, Jakob is unmarried, and the narrator is the figure who 

lost a wife.  It is also Jakob who offers the final voiceover, in an ending that departs 

entirely from the novel.    

Jakob is a mostly humorless character in both Becker and Beyer’s renditions.  He 

engages in dry witty banter with his friends and has a moment of accidental physical 

comedy when he gets his coat caught in the door when he’s overhearing the radio.  The 

one time Jakob explores his comic talents comes when Lina, a little orphaned girl he 

cares for, asks to be shown the radio.  Jakob takes her to the basement, hides behind a 

wall, and performs an interview between Winston Churchill and the BBC, tells a fairy 

tale, and plays a musical number using whatever metal pots and pans he finds.  This 

scene, when performed by Robin Williams in Kassovitz’s film, loses the power it has in 

the early versions, where it functions as the singular example of Jakob embracing 

creativity and invention for Lina’s sake. While the early Jakobs resign themselves to their 

role and share mediocre tidbits of information plotting the Russian advance in kilometers 

per day, Robin Williams’s Jakob riffs on the arrival of American tanks and the jazz band 

sent to cheer up the allied forces. Each scene becomes another in a long series of “Robin 

Williams doing his schtick,” and the film ends up appearing mostly as a vehicle for 



45 

Williams to challenge himself as a clown and an actor, to put himself into a more 

difficult, extreme circumstance.  This danger of celebrity casting is further realized—and 

openly admitted to—by Roberto Benigni, with his film Life is Beautiful, which is 

discussed in the next chapter.    

 

Creating the Hero: Robin Williams Meets Oskar Schindler 

Oskar, there are eleven hundred people who are alive because of you.  

Winner of seven Academy Awards in 1993, Schindler's List has quickly become 

considered by popular audiences to be the definitive Hollywood Holocaust film of the 

late 20th century.6 The film recounts the story of Oskar Schindler, a German profiteer and 

member of the Nazi party who helped to save over a thousand Polish Jews by employing 

them in his factory and fighting to keep them out of Auschwitz.  Although the basic 

elements of the plot are true, the credits affirm a degree of fictionalization or 

embellishment with the acknowledgement that the film is based on Thomas Keneally’s 

novel of the same title. Spielberg’s film takes liberties with Schindler’s story, crafting it 

so that it fits the mold of a Hollywood blockbuster, an epic and universal hero tale.   

Oskar Schindler is a classic Hollywood hero. He saves over one thousand Polish 

Jews from certain death at Auschwitz by employing them in his factory. Like many a 

superhero, he often appears just in the nick of time, as when he rescues his 

accountant/business manager Itzhak Stern (Ben Kingsley) from a train headed to the 

camps by using his suave and powerful demeanor to intimidate the Nazi guards. At first 

glance, he seems to be an unlikely hero, an adulterer and profiteer who initially hires 
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Jewish workers because they are cheaper than hiring Polish workers. As the viewer 

watches, Schindler (Liam Neeson) evolves from opportunist, caring only for the success 

of his business, to savior, caring only for his Jews.   

Why the concern about using the Hollywood hero in a Holocaust film? Because 

the hero is safe. The hero is predictable. The hero saves lives. The hero triumphs.  Jakob 

the Liar and Schindler's List can be summarized identically: The story of an unlikely hero 

who brings hope, saves the good guys from the bad guys, martyrs himself, and ultimately 

proves that one man can make a difference.  But these simplistic notions of heroism and 

triumphalism are absurd from within the actual history of the Holocaust, where arbitrary 

ruthlessness reigned. 

 Towering at least a head over all the Jewish people in the film, Schindler becomes 

their hero, teacher, savior and martyr. Perhaps the most insidious aspect of his character 

is the way he is presented as the singular force behind the survival of the Jewish people 

he employs.  Art Spiegelman, author of the graphic novel Maus, offered his analysis of 

Schindler’s role in the film during a roundtable discussion with The Village Voice in 

1994: “Spielberg has long had a Jewish problem.…Schindler's List refracts the Holocaust 

through the central image of a righteous gentile in a world of Jewish bit players and 

extras. The Jews function as an occasion for Christian redemption.”7 As the Jews are sent 

to the ghetto, Schindler meets with two of them to convince them to join him in his 

business.  He offers to pay his employees in goods rather than money. When the 

businessmen complain, Schindler becomes the voice of wisdom, informing them that in 

the hard times ahead, goods will be infinitely more valuable than worthless paper money.  
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Schindler’s employees all become “essential workers,” spared deportation. When his 

accountant and business manager Itzhak Stern gets put onto a train for deportation, 

Schindler manages to get the Nazi officers to stop the train and get Stern off. He even 

manages to get Goeth, the Nazi officer in charge of the forced labor camp, to cut down on 

his random and ruthless murdering of Jewish workers with a lesson on how pardoning a 

person is the true indication of power. And once he has managed to get all of the 

members of his list safely to his factory in Czechoslovakia, it is Schindler who 

reintroduces the observance of Jewish custom, when he says to the Rabbi, with a twinkle 

in his eye, “What's the matter with you? You should be preparing for the Sabbath, 

shouldn't you. I've got some wine in my office. Come.” Where would these Jews be, 

Schindler's List asks repeatedly, if it weren’t for the goodness of Oskar Schindler? If only 

all of the Jews had such a kindhearted, business-wise, Nazi-affiliated teacher and guide to 

lead them out of danger, this film seems to say, even more would have made it through 

the Holocaust alive.  Coupled with a similar message in Jakob the Liar, that lies and 

humor could create hope and thus save lives, Hollywood’s contribution in the 1990s to 

the memorialization of the Holocaust trivializes the degree to which the Nazi atrocities 

fell outside of the realms of reason and logic.  

One key scene in Jakob the Liar shows both the special status of the hero and the 

fact that the Holocaust exists solely as a background device in the film.  Shortly after 

overhearing the news report of the Russian advance on the Duty Officer’s radio, the 

camera follows Jakob through the streets of the ghetto as he walks home. The effect is 

that of Robin Williams the clown walking through a Holocaust museum.  Jakob walks 
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unfettered down the middle of the street whistling and humming to himself “The 

Russians are on their way,” while alongside him are images of ghetto life and strife: 

people pulling meat off of a dead horse, Jews being beaten by Nazi guards, people 

screaming in agony and sorrow.  This scene reads much like the scene in Schindler's List 

when the Nazis liquidate the Krakow ghetto.  As the terror rages below, as thousands are 

killed and thousands more herded off to the concentration camps, Oskar Schindler sits 

atop a horse looking down on the ghetto from a hill above the city. Both Jakob and 

Schindler are removed from the horror because they are protected by the sanctified status 

of the Hollywood hero.  

The hero is super-human, the audience’s star and guide, gifted with special 

agency that allows him to remain outside of any true danger.  Schindler, on a hillside 

above the ghetto, stands out of harm’s way. He also is not Jewish, which makes him even 

more safe from the dangers befalling the ghetto inhabitants below him. Jakob, however, 

walks directly through the scenes of violence and atrocity. He is a Jewish ghetto 

inhabitant, and therefore could easily become the victim of the beating taking place 

before him. While Schindler gazes silently, solemnly, Jakob walks along, whistling and 

singing. Jakob should be in grave danger, and yet he is safe, because he always presents 

himself, through physicality, mannerisms, and vocalizations, as Robin-Williams-the-

comic-actor-playing-Jakob-Heym. The presence of a clear Hollywood hero—especially 

in the form of a celebrity actor in a comic role—undermines the danger, the threat, the 

risk of watching a film about the Holocaust.  We follow Schindler, we walk with Jakob, 
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and we are safe and comfortable and separated from the horrific actions being committed 

alongside them.  

 

The Importance of a Radio 

You can shoot me, but you still don’t have my radio. So, we both have a problem, don’t 

we. 

One of the most significant changes to Becker’s narrative in Kassovitz’s Jakob 

the Liar involves the centrality of Jakob and his radio to the ghetto’s larger connections 

with the Nazis.  In the two earlier versions, one day the Gestapo arbitrarily clears out the 

ghetto. The Gestapo does not consider the Jews to be equal human beings, and they 

therefore do not treat them as such; they share no reason or rational explanation for their 

choice to deport this ghetto on this one particular day. After all of the concern among 

those in the ghetto about the potential consequences if the radio was found comes the 

revelation that the radio and all of the other laws imposed upon the ghetto residents were 

irrelevant.  Once the ghetto is cleared, Jakob is forgotten; the sheer horror of the 

impending concentration camps and nearly certain death swallows up any sense of Jakob 

as the harbinger of hope and good news.  

In Kassovitz’s version, however, Jakob and his radio become the focal point of a 

developing revolution and the sudden deportation of the ghetto.  While in all three 

versions, the news of the radio sparks a mix of hope and anger (on the part of those who 

fear retribution by the Nazis if they heard of the illegal radio), Jakob’s stories prompt a 

near-revolt in Kassovitz’s film.  Falling into another Hollywood cliché, the underdogs 
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gather together in secret to plot an uprising.  Jakob has inspired their action; the 

knowledge that the Russians are coming makes them brave, and willing to risk their lives 

for the sake of freedom. These scenes seemingly attempt to console and hearten those 

who wonder “why didn’t the Jews fight back?,” a move that denies the complex reactions 

of most of those trapped under the Nazi regime.   

In the earlier versions, most of the hope sparked by Jakob’s radio is tempered by 

the extreme rules and conditions, the arbitrary killings, and the psychological warfare.  

Hope makes them stagnant; they wait each day for the news of a minimal Russian 

advance, and they continue their absurd work detail moving sacks of cement. Hope does 

not cause revolution or freedom or success.  Early in the novel, Jakob’s friend Kowalski 

threatens to commit suicide; Jakob tells him of the radio, and the news is enough to keep 

Kowalski alive.  When, towards the end of the novel, Jakob collapses under the strain of 

his lies and tells Kowalski the truth, within hours Kowalski is found hanging in his store. 

Hope, Becker ultimately claims, does not save, it only staves off death for a while.   

Indeed, there is no neat dichotomy of fates; those who had hope did not live while 

those who wanted to destroy the radio died. Becker deliberately and continually has his 

narrator remind the reader that he is just sharing the details of an actual series of events; 

there is no redemptive end, there is no happy finale. In the face of the Holocaust, 

traditional narrative devices fail. Kassovitz’s film’s revolution would read false except 

for the fact that the film has already established the Holocaust as a background image, a 

narrative and emotional device.  Stripped of its uniqueness, its extra-ordinariness and 

specificity, the Holocaust becomes just another example of man’s inhumanity to man.  
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The revolution, therefore, becomes the classic continuation of the universal hero tale of 

one man making a difference. 

The revolution stalls when the ghetto dissolves. Unlike the earlier versions, 

however, this is not an arbitrary ghetto deportation.  Hundreds of Jews are being sent to 

the gas chambers because the Gestapo has found out that Jakob Heym has a radio.  The 

revision of one of the most powerful scenes of Becker’s novel leads to this ultimate 

liquidation of the ghetto.  Becker writes of Kirschbaum, the world famous cardiologist 

wasting away in the ghetto.  He is summoned to treat Hardtloff, the head of the Gestapo, 

who has suffered a heart attack.  Kirschbaum leaves his home in a car with two Gestapo 

officers, sits silently throughout the ride, and pauses to take some medication for 

heartburn.  When they arrive at Hardtloff’s office, the Gestapo officers are startled to 

discover that Kirschbaum is dead, poisoned.  Kirschbaum supercedes his own murder and 

definitively refuses to use his medical skills to save the life of the one who has 

orchestrated their cruel existence in the ghetto.8

This powerful scene about one man’s internal struggle and quiet revolt takes on 

new significance when Kassovitz staves off Kirschbaum’s suicide for a few extra 

minutes.  In Kassovitz’s film, Kirschbaum gets to Hardtloff’s office, where he learns that 

the ghetto will be liquidated the following day. Kirschbaum states his quandary: “On the 

one hand, as a physician I’m obliged to help you. On the other, if I save your life, you’ll 

liquidate the ghetto.”  This is followed by an exchange in which Hardtloff announces that 

the Gestapo knows of the radio, and that if Kirschbaum will share the name of the 

“criminal who owns the radio,” his life will be spared.  Suddenly, Kirschbaum’s action, 
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his choice of suicide, stems not from his own unwillingness to heal the enemy, but from 

loyalty to Jakob, who he sacrifices himself to save. Incorporating his story neatly into 

Jakob’s enables the plot to move smoothly, but also denies the more complicated 

elements of Becker’s examination of the many responses to ethical dilemmas and 

impending death.  Additionally, this revision empowers Jakob and his radio and 

rationalizes the deportation of the ghetto on account of criminal activity and lawlessness. 

As the Gestapo begins to round up the ghetto for deportation, they announce that 

ten hostages will be killed unless someone admits to having the radio.  In his transition 

from hero to martyr, Jakob turns himself in and is subjected to various forms of torture—

being held underwater, being beaten—when he refuses to produce the physical radio.  

Finally he submits, pointing to the Duty Officer Meyer’s radio: “That is my radio.” 

Meyer whisks him into the privacy of his office:  

MEYER: It was you. The Jew who was out after curfew. 

JAKOB: And it was your radio I heard.  Excuse me sir, is that a problem for you? 

MEYER: You’re the one with the problem my friend. 

JAKOB: That’s true, that’s certainly the case, I can’t argue with that. But to let a 

Jew hear a radio, that’s a serious offense isn’t it? You can shoot me, but you still 

don’t have my radio. So, we both have a problem, don’t we. 

Realizing that they are both to blame, Jakob’s tone and manner change drastically.  He 

begins to eat the food Meyer has set out on his desk. Jakob talks without fear, talks to 

Meyer as if they were equals, using Meyer’s carelessness as a bargaining tool. Jakob has 

become a critical player in the fate of the ghetto.  When Meyer offers to let him live if he 
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will admit to everyone in the ghetto that there never was a radio, Jakob notes that being 

sent to the camps is not really a positive solution.  Meyer counters with the line that 

situates the Gestapo as willfully naïve, “Who knows, you might survive a week in the 

camps, two weeks, six months, until the Russians or the Americans or the British arrive. 

You know how close they are, don’t you? There’s always hope, isn’t there?”  This line, 

perhaps intended to show that hope can prevail on all sides of war, perhaps meant to 

grant the Gestapo a degree of human feelings, succeeds only in closing off the narrative; 

if the Gestapo does not know that they send the Jews to fairly certain death, then they 

cannot be faulted for exacting punishment for the laws broken under their command.  

These revisions of Becker’s novel ultimately make the story ineffective as a 

Holocaust work.  The film sets up a logical causal chain: Jakob’s radio breaks the ghetto 

laws; the Gestapo hears about this infraction and searches the ghetto and brings in the 

suspect; when he refuses to speak and they are unable to find the radio, they exact a 

punishment on the ghetto. Law breaking leads to punishment, cause and effect. This 

model offers the Nazis a rationale for deporting the ghetto, and presupposes that their 

interactions with the Jews functioned in a basic rational manner.  Indeed, the discussion 

between Jakob and Meyer over who holds the blame for the radio reinforces the idea that 

this story examines the effects of breaking a law, or being perceived to be breaking a law.  

It justifies the Nazis’ actions as law-enforcers, and implies that the Jews were treated as 

fellow citizens who operated under a systematic set of laws and rights.  While this 

narrative approach makes for interesting questions of blame, it ignores the Nazi notion of 

the Jews as vermin, and thus outside of the law, and the resultant irrational atrocities.  
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A cloud of cotton: The dangers of giving them what they want 

The look of the movie, primarily in grainy black and white, reminds us that we truly are 

watching history.9

Included in each version of Jakob the Liar is a fairy tale about a sick princess who 

claims that a cloud will make her well again. As all the kingdom’s wise men search for 

ways to grab a cloud from the sky, the poor gardener simply asks her to describe a cloud.  

He wins her heart by bringing what she really wants: a ball of cotton as big as her pillow.  

The theme of this fairy tale, that what’s most important sometimes is to just give people 

what they want, is an almost painfully overdetermined metaphor for the work as a whole; 

Jakob finds that his stories of the Russian advances bring hope to the ghetto members.  

The fairy tale can also be seen as a cautionary metaphor for Kassovitz’s adaptation of the 

story as well.  Kassovitz and Williams give the Hollywood audience what they want, a 

universal, heartwarming tale of an unlikely hero who sacrifices himself to maintain the 

hope he’s instilled in the others.  They even provide a final happy, although admittedly 

“untrue,” ending.  The ramification of this notion of “giving them what they want” 

clarifies the true danger of such a traditional approach to the narrative structure; in the 

two earlier versions of the story, the reports of the radio ultimately cause a mix of apathy, 

hostility, and false comfort and hope among those in the ghetto.  Ultimately, the hope and 

comfort, even the hostility, are not able to save them; they are all summarily deported to 

the concentration camps.   

Mentioning the happy ending of Kassovitz’s film warrants one final analysis of 

these works. The endings of Becker’s novel and  Beyer’s and Kassovitz’s films provide 
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the clearest commentary on each one’s goal with their project.   Becker begins the 

conclusion of his novel by allowing the narrator a moment to share his storytelling 

process with the reader: 

Without wishing to boast, I know an ending that could make a person turn pale 

with envy; not exactly a happy one, somewhat at Jakob’s expense, yet 

incomparably more satisfactory than the real ending.  I devised it over the years. I 

said to myself, What a terrible pity for such a beautiful story to peter out so 

miserably.10 

The narrator then tells a finely spun ironic ending in which Jakob decides to break out of 

the ghetto at night, and gets shot along the periphery.  The Russians actually arrive the 

following morning, and as the freed ghetto inhabitants file past Jakob’s body, they 

wonder at his motive for attempting to escape—he was the one who knew just how close 

liberation was, for he had the radio.  He then follows with the “truth”: “But, finally, after 

the invented ending, here is the pallid and depressing, the true and unimaginative ending 

that makes one inclined to ask the foolish question: What was the point of it all?”11 In 

this ending, the ghetto is rounded up and deported, and while crammed together on the 

endless train ride to the concentration camps, Jakob pulls our narrator aside to share the 

story of the radio.  In the end, most except our narrator die at the camps, Jakob included.  

There is no victory, no hope, just death and a drive on the part of the narrator to share this 

story. 

The first ending offers what a literary audience wants—a clean dramatic closure, 

a moment of dramatic irony, and a hopeful victory with an edge of sadness and sacrifice. 
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Becker intentionally thwarts the  power of that neat ending by framing it with the 

narrator’s commentary on its invented nature; the reader is never able to embrace the 

ending because of the narrator’s insistent reminder that the events were only the product 

of his own imagination. If it were merely “a beautiful story” it would not be forced to 

“peter out so miserably,” and Becker thus reminds us that we cannot comfortably accept 

such a pat ending since we’re embroiled in the larger truths of the Holocaust.  His 

deliberateness at forcing the reader to confront any desire to close the story with a 

beautiful ending enables the second ending to hold on to its historical connections outside 

of the literary sphere. 

The second, “real” ending thrusts the reader back into the larger context of the 

story; there is no meaning for all of this horror, and while there is some resentment 

towards Jakob on the part of the other members of the ghetto for getting their hopes up, in 

the end Jakob plays no real part in their demise. He becomes irrelevant; the radio 

becomes irrelevant. The very fact that Jakob shares his story with the narrator hinges on 

the narrator’s arbitrary choice to sit with Lina on the train and explain to her about the 

true physical makeup of clouds. Becker sums up the problem of trying to write a fictional 

narrative based on Holocaust events when the narrator ultimately resigns himself to 

asking “What was the point of it all?” No point can be understood, no meaning discerned, 

no explanation or justification scripted, and essentially no story woven to make sense of 

the atrocities of the Holocaust.  

Kassovitz’s film reverses the pattern of Becker’s novel; Kassovitz first presents 

the real ending, and then shares an invented, happy ending.  This approach allows for the 
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reality of the Holocaust experience, but also the comforting conclusion of a Hollywood 

film.  The final scenes follow Jakob’s attempt to bargain with Meyer; he is brought to the 

ghetto square, battered and bloody from his drowning-torture, and offered one last chance 

to tell the truth to his community.  He remains silent as the Nazis scream at him to 

announce that there never was a radio.  The gathered ghetto looks on in anticipation and 

wonder, and the viewer follows Jakob’s eyes as he sees each of his friends looking up at 

him.  He stands silently, then begins to smile, and finally breaks out in a drawn out laugh. 

Hardtloff shoots him. The rest are put on boxcars and shipped off.  This climax fits neatly 

into a Hollywood model: the hero’s actions have consequences, he chooses to sacrifice 

himself for the sake of his fellow men and women, remaining silent rather than 

destroying any final twinge of hope they might still have, and he then dies a dramatic 

death, becoming a martyr for those in whom he instilled hope.  

The choice to have Jakob stand wordless and laughing initially seems to undercut 

this pat Hollywood ending—there is no rousing, hopeful speech to make him 

remembered as the martyr in the minds of all of his followers.  He laughs, and is shot.  

But then the camera pans back, and we hear Jakob’s voice again, “So that’s how it ended. 

I never got the chance to be the big hero, and make my big speech. I swear I had a speech 

all prepared about freedom and never giving in but somehow, yes, that’s how it ended.”  

Although the ghetto members leave without hearing Jakob’s speech about freedom and 

hope, the audience hears it.  Jakob has his dramatic moment and yet still retains his heroic 

status from the spectator’s perspective.  This scene further reinforces the power of the 
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Hollywood celebrity hero—even though the character dies onscreen, Robin Williams’s 

voiceover reassures viewers, reminding them that he is safe, that this is just a film.  

Here the film presents its two endings.  Jakob notes, “They all went off to the 

camps, and were never seen again.”  After the traditional flow of the narrative structure, 

and Jakob’s post-mortem musing on freedom, hope, and resistance, this ending is a 

jarring reminder of the historical situatedness of the film.  Unlike Becker’s detailed 

description of the real fate of the ghetto, this confrontation with mass murder holds only a 

momentary place in the script.  It is followed almost immediately with Jakob’s wistful, 

“But maybe…it wasn’t like that at all…because you know, as Frankfurter [an actor friend 

in the ghetto] says, until the last line has been spoken, the curtain cannot come down. 

About fifty kilometers out of town, the train was stopped by Russian troops who had just 

taken Bezanika and Pry…”  The camera cuts to the jammed boxcar, then the Russians 

approaching on tanks.  Russians playing the accordion and harmonica join the tanks.  

Lina looks out the grate covering the boxcar, shuts her eyes and flashes back to a memory 

of dancing with Jakob to the “radio” in the basement.  When she opens her eyes again, 

the meager musicians have been replaced with a big band in white tuxes and three 

glamorous women singers in red dresses and white fur stoles playing and singing on top 

of a Russian tank.  The final shot of the film is of Lina’s widened, surprised eyes.   

Although the film attempts to engage the realities of the Holocaust with its “real” 

ending, the horror of that is lost to the viewer for two reasons.  First, there is no visual 

connection between the ghetto members and their deaths; the viewer sees only Jakob as 

he talks of their death.  The visual memory, therefore, of the end of the film, is of their 
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rescue from the boxcar by the Russians. In addition, putting the real ending first allows it 

to be forgotten amidst the spectacle of the imagined ending.  Noting that “until the last 

line has been spoken, the curtain cannot come down” resituates the story as a fictional 

narrative, and allows the spectator to disengage from the horrors of the Holocaust.  The 

film closes with a dramatic Hollywood ending, and in doing so, it gives the audience 

exactly what they want: easy closure, a happy, hopeful, inspiring ending, and a tidy 

narrative package.  The happy ending is the one that audiences remember—or 

emotionally cling to—as real, meaningful. The plot of the film is universal and the 

Holocaust images are placed neatly in the background; this lack of complex specificity 

creates a narrative that fulfills a Hollywood audience’s expectations, thus allowing a 

relaxed, comfortable viewing of a film. 

They laughed, they cried, and they were never challenged to think, to remember, 

to engage.   
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A Thousand Points: 

Humor, Clowning, and the Game in Life is Beautiful 

1

Sophia Loren opens the envelope and pulls out the slip of paper inside. 

“Roberto!”  The camera cuts to the audience where, amidst the wild applause and 

growing standing ovation, a small, slight clown hugs his neighbors and climbs up on his 

seat, waving his arms madly. He then scrambles over rows of theater seats as he makes 

his way up to the stage. With an enormous grin on his face, Roberto Benigni grabs his 

Oscar statuette for Best Foreign Language Film and then grabs Sophia Loren.  

Later on during the 1998 Academy Awards show, Benigni accepts the Oscar for 

Best Actor with this effusive speech: “Thank you, this is a terrible mistake, because I 

used up all my English! ...I would like to be Jupiter and kidnap everybody and lie down 

in the ground making love to everybody…because I don't know how to express…it’s a 

question of love. You are really…this is a mountain of snow, so delicate, the suavity and 

the kindness, it is something I cannot forget!”2
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And finally, being interviewed backstage after the show, Benigni reaches the peak 

of his Oscar fervor by announcing “I'm so happy that every organ in my body is moving 

in a very bad way!”   

Although relatively unknown in Hollywood before the release of Life is Beautiful, 

Roberto Benigni was a comic star in Italy with status akin to Robin Williams.  The main 

difference between the two men, and one that is significant considering how most 

viewers in the United States perceive Roberto Benigni, is that while Robin Williams is 

known by Hollywood audiences mostly for his canon of sweet-sentimental clown 

characters (Mrs. Doubtfire, Patch Adams), Roberto Benigni generally chooses darker 

roles. Most of his most memorable film roles involve mistaken identity and an innocent 

clown character who ends up in a dangerous situation. In his 1991 film Johnny Stecchino 

Benigni plays a cheerful bus driver who is mistaken for a Mafia don, and in 1994’s Il 

Mostro (The Monster) his character—a landscaper and window dresser—is mistaken for 

a serial sex killer.  

But with the release of Life is Beautiful and its success at the Oscars (seven 

nominations and three awards—Best Actor, Best Foreign Language Film, and Best 

Dramatic Score) Roberto Benigni quickly became Hollywood’s darling, the quirky, goofy 

clown who gushed with nearly-sexual joy on each of his many television appearances and 

interviews. Along with Schindler's List, Life is Beautiful rapidly became one of the most 

watched, discussed, effused over and argued about contemporary Holocaust works. It is 

the one film in this dissertation that most readers have heard of or seen. And it is the one 

film in this project that likely makes my committee members cringe.  
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Life is Beautiful begins in 1939, as Fascism and anti-Semitism have begun to 

pervade Italian society. The first half of the film is a romantic comedy, in which goofy 

waiter Guido Orefice (Benigni) finds himself continually crossing paths with Dora, a 

pretty schoolteacher played by Benigni’s wife, Nicoletta Braschi. As Guido falls for 

Dora, he learns that she’s already engaged—to the fascist town clerk. Guido eventually 

“gets the girl” in series of classic romantic comedy gags, and the film jumps ahead to 

show their life as a happy married couple with a sweet five-year-old son Giosue (Giorgio 

Cantarini).  Guido and Giosue get rounded up along with other Jews in their town and 

sent to a concentration camp; Dora forces herself onto a train to join them even though 

she is not Jewish. The second half of the film takes place in the concentration camp, and 

shows Guido attempting to shield Giosue both physically, by hiding him after all the 

other children have been killed, and psychologically, by convincing him that they’re 

playing a game, suffering these conditions in order to gain points and win a tank. The 

film culminates with Guido’s death at the hands of the Nazi guards as the camp is being 

liberated, Giosue’s rescue by American soldiers in a tank, and the joyful reunion of 

mother and son.  

Critics and scholars have jumped at the chance to write about Life is Beautiful.

The film elicits reactions at either extreme, but not much in between; it seems that you 

either love or hate this film. My introduction shared New Yorker film critic David 

Denby’s passionate censure of the film and the similarly negative reactions of three other 

film reviewers. Academics have examined the film from a multitude of angles; much 

print and bandwidth has been taken up with attempts to prove that this film either violates 
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the sanctity of the Holocaust or offers a powerful new approach to Holocaust memory. In 

one of the earliest scholarly analyses of the film, Maurizio Viano grapples with Benigni’s 

use of allegory and comedy in the film, and examines the wide-ranging reception the film 

received among popular critics.3 In Fort Da, a journal of psychoanalytic psychology, Dr. 

Alan A. Stone describes the major issue that many critics and scholars have with the film. 

He explores the ways that Life is Beautiful uses the Holocaust as a narrative backdrop or 

cinematic device, which allows Benigni to put his clown character into an extreme 

situation and to tell his sentimental love story (man/woman and father/son) from within a 

tragic scenario. Stone describes the problems this creates because it establishes the 

Holocaust as part of a fable and therefore outside of reality.4

In the Journal of Popular Film and Television, Carlo Celli explores the 

representation of evil in Life is Beautiful, examining Benigni’s choice to eschew any 

direct violent images and to present the film as a fable. Among other key points, Celli 

argues that the film might offer uninformed viewers a benign image of life and survival 

in the camps. Conversely, he also examines the prevalence of computer generated 

imagery in contemporary Hollywood films and notes that perhaps Benigni’s approach, 

which relies more on the viewer’s imagination than on meticulously recreated graphic 

details, might actually be more evocative to a viewing audience that’s become immune to 

images of horrific violence.5

Scholars have also tackled issues close to heart of this dissertation. Writing for 

the Journal of Modern Italian Studies, Steve Siporin conducts an analysis of the four 

riddles that Guido exchanges with Captain Lessing, examining the ways these riddles 



65 

serve as a shortcut to the film’s major themes and messages. His analysis concludes that 

the film speaks universally about the powers of art, humor, riddles, and games to fight 

against those who seek to oppress and destroy the human spirit.6 Adrienne Kertzer’s 

essay in the Michigan Quarterly Review, “Like a Fable, Not a Pretty Picture: Holocaust 

Representation in Roberto Benigni and Anita Lobel,” examines the use of the child and 

techniques from children’s fiction in Life is Beautiful.  She explores the ways that 

Benigni uses humor to reach out from father to son and to keep the son’s spirits alive.7

In my introduction, I admitted to my own vexed relationship with this film. As a 

viewer watching it with my family, I loved it. As an academic, I see many issues with its 

presentation of the Holocaust and its use of the Holocaust as a background, narrative 

device, and means to show off some extreme clowning. I’m further troubled by the film’s 

overarching argument that humor and games could lead to survival in the camps. Most of 

these issues have already been written about by the scholars named above. My approach 

to the film for this project is twofold.  One, I analyze Benigni’s use of humor and 

clowning as tools to both comment on fascism and keep hope alive in the concentration 

camps by examining it alongside Charlie Chaplin’s 1940 film The Great Dictator. And 

two, I explore the effects of lying to a child versus telling the truth about his grave 

situation by comparing Life is Beautiful with Jona Oberski’s 1978 childhood memoir 

Childhood (Kinderjaren).  
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Unmasking the Fascists  

“His Excellency has just referred to the Jewish people.” 

Life is Beautiful both draws on and is an homage to Charlie Chaplin’s 1940 film 

The Great Dictator. Filmed during the early stages of World War II, before the United 

States entered into the war and before Hitler’s “Final Solution,” The Great Dictator 

parodies Hitler in order to comment on the oppressive and destructive nature of fascist 

ideology.  Roberto Benigni uses Chaplin’s model, creating a film that interweaves 

comedy with tragic themes.  In Life Is Beautiful, Benigni’s protagonist Guido employs 

his clowning and comedy to reveal the fallacies of the restrictive laws and oppressive 

regulations of the fascist regime.  The juxtaposition of two clown figures in The Great 

Dictator enabled Charlie Chaplin to speak on the insanity and arbitrariness of the fascist 

ideology that was gaining power during the late 1930’s.  With The Great Dictator,

Chaplin combined his skills at clowning with his political views and for the first time 

explored the medium of verbal comedy as well.   

The film is a fairly straightforward comedy of mistaken identity. Two men, both 

played by Charlie Chaplin, bear a striking resemblance to each other, and each is 

mistaken for the other, to comic effect. What distinguishes this film is that one character 

is a nameless Jewish barber stuck living in a ghetto in the fictional country Tomainia, 

while the other, Tomainian dictator Adenoid Hynkel, is a none-too-subtle spoof of Adolf 

Hitler. Chaplin plays both characters as clowns.  While the Jewish barber uses his 

clowning as a means to challenge the fascist decrees that have forced him into the ghetto 

and denied him his basic human rights, Hynkel’s clowning serves to parody Hitler and 
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thus to expose the latent absurdity of the arbitrary designation of power to one cruel 

dictator.8

Early scenes in the film establish fascism’s oppressive control.  A close up on the 

sign reading “Ghetto” immediately signifies a space of exclusion and persecution.  These 

scenes are replete with images of storm troopers walking menacingly down the streets as 

the Jewish people duck away, and of the harassment inflicted by the storm troopers on the 

people of the ghetto.  Every window has “Jew” painted on it, an attention-drawing device 

used solely to reinforce the oppression of the Jews in this space where all are Jewish and 

identifying marks are therefore not necessary. These opening shots serve to demonstrate 

the nature of life in the ghetto; the Jews are denied any civil rights and they are constantly 

under the intrusive control of the storm troopers.   

Subsequent scenes reinforce the harassing atmosphere that permeates the ghetto.  

The storm troopers are all aware of the address of the Jewish barber and his friends who 

are the few loud critics of the treatment of the Jews. In addition, the ghetto is covered 

with loudspeakers that boom out with Hynkel’s gibberish German as he completely 

repeals the civil rights of the Jews.  The Jews are observed, corralled, and silenced under 

the oppressive force of the ruling powers.  The ghetto is thus presented as the space in 

which the Jews are forced into the void of voicelessness and powerlessness that 

characterizes their existence.  Separated from the rest of the country and under constant 

attention, the Jews exist under the relentless threat of expulsion to the concentration 

camps, or death. 
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 The Jewish barber's return to his barbershop in the ghetto is marked by his 

amnesia stemming from a plane crash. Chaplin uses the amnesia to provide the Jewish 

barber with a means to challenge the fascist ideology that denies human rights to his 

fellow Jews.  Unaware of his lack of rights, the Jewish barber pulls down the boards on 

his shop windows that mark him as “Jew.”  He then fights back when the storm trooper 

starts to paint “Jew” on the window itself, splashing the trooper across the face with a 

streak of white paint.  The Jewish barber's attempt to get the storm trooper arrested for 

harassing him points to his true lack of understanding of his status in the ghetto. This lack 

of understanding functions as resistance and subversion. 

Chaplin highlights the absurdity of the hatred spewed by the fascist leaders as 

dictator Adenoid Hynkel uses his time at the microphone to babble in gibberish.  Hynkel 

speaks in gibberish German only when he is giving a speech or is thoroughly angry with 

someone; in the rest of the film he speaks clear English. The first scene in which the 

viewer sees Hynkel is during a public address to the people of Tomainia given at a 

microphone on a podium.  He speaks in gibberish German, throwing out food-related 

words (“sauerkraut, bologna, wienerschnitzel”) and losing himself in coughing fits.  His 

talk is nonsense, unintelligible.  Hynkel then turns his speech to the Jews, and he begins 

to growl, sneer, and bark his way around the word “Juden.”  A “translator” is provided, 

who adds benign and useless commentary to Hynkel’s speech: “His Excellency has just 

referred to the Jewish people.” At the end of the speech, Chaplin reinforces Hynkel as the 

absurd clown by having him attempt to drink water out of his ear, and then tumble 

dramatically down a flight of stairs. In the moments when his language has the most 
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power, he becomes ridiculous and unintelligible.  His supporters are thus cheering for, 

and eventually killing for, a man whose speech is absurd.  While the Jewish barber 

reaches out of the silenced world of the ghetto to challenge those who have oppressed 

him, Hynkel uses his moments of free speech to descend into a language-less void. 

 From his liminal positionality, the clown addresses the insanity and humanity that 

reign in the fascist regimes of Tomainia.  The fact that the Jewish barber and the dictator 

Hynkel are identical is a key tool used by Chaplin to highlight the arbitrariness of power.  

The two characters are set up as doubles throughout the film, building to the inevitable 

identity swap.  Hynkel's ballet with the giant balloon globe is paired with the Jewish 

barber's shave and haircut of a client in complete time to the music. The Jewish barber is 

shown working hard, using the music as a guiding force to his labor.  Hynkel's dance is a 

moment of true parody, as the elegant, graceful dancing stems from Hynkel's realization 

that he could destroy all of the Jews and become dictator of the entire world.  Hynkel's 

ballet serves little purpose other than entertaining the clownish dictator, and thus 

reinforces his absurdity in the face of the devastation he is causing to millions of people.  

 In one scene that further demonstrates the power of this doubling, Hynkel's angry 

voice begins to boom over the loudspeakers of the ghetto, and the streets rapidly empty.  

The Jewish barber initially tries to remain brave, wanting to confront the storm troopers.  

The loud, unintelligible bark of Hynkel's voice startles him, and he ends up face down in 

a barrel.  As the storm troopers spot him and begin to chase him, the Jewish barber 

attempts to evade them and hide. He crawls, rolls, climbs, and dives in time with 
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Hynkel's amplified barks and shouts, highlighting the connection between oppressor and 

oppressed, between the two extremes of power. 

 A subsequent scene of doubling heightens the connections made here between the 

two characters. The storm troopers come searching for the Jewish barber, but as he has 

escaped to the roof of a neighboring house, they instead set fire to his shop.  The Jewish 

barber and his girlfriend Hannah sit on the roof, looking over at the flames of the 

destroyed barbershop, and talk of a life away from the oppression of the ghetto.  The 

scene cuts to Hynkel, playing lightly at a grand piano, as an elegant candelabra glows 

before him.  This juxtaposition of the uncontrolled, chaotic, destructive burning of the 

shop with the carefully lit, decorative candles mirrors the doubling of the earlier scenes.  

Hynkel becomes an image of the absurd, while the Jewish barber, struggling against the 

fascist attempts at his dehumanization, remains as the image of humanity.  

 This juxtaposition of absurdity and humanity within the figure of the clown 

culminates in the film's anticipated identity swap between Hynkel and the Jewish barber.  

The Jewish barber escapes from the concentration camp dressed in a stolen officer’s 

uniform and is recognized as the dictator himself.  He is immediately led to the place 

where the dictator is to make a speech announcing the invasion of Osterlich.  The scenes 

of the Jewish barber dressed as Hynkel are interposed with scenes of Hynkel alone on a 

rowboat, fishing.  The guards searching for the escaped Jewish barber come across 

Hynkel and arrest him. Following this arrest come the final two scenes of the film: the 

Jewish barber's speech and his Jewish friends’ reaction to his offering of hope and 

reconciliation.  Hynkel is not seen again, and there are no evident consequences or 
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moments of recognition that the wrong man is speaking.  A traditional clown film would 

use this identity switch as the foundation for a long series of gags of confusion and 

disorder, ending with each character restored to his right identity.  Chaplin, however, 

refuses to release Hynkel or reveal the identity of the Jewish barber, pointing instead to 

the arbitrariness of each man’s status and role in their society.  The absurdity of allowing 

one man to control the fate of an entire people is presented here as the clown becomes the 

focus of nations, and is given control of the minds and opinions of all present.   

 Throughout the film, the clown figure has been used as a means to gain a space to 

speak—the Jewish barber's amnesia allows him to talk back to the storm troopers and 

fight for his rights.  The indistinguishable dictator and Jewish ghetto dweller indicate the 

similarity between all humans.  The final scene of the film, the Jewish barber's speech in 

the guise of Hynkel, evokes the Jewish barber's compassion for all people, while 

highlighting the absurdity of Hynkel's destructive use of power. In this final scene 

Charlie Chaplin himself gains the space to speak openly to his audience.  As the Jewish 

barber begins his speech, the camera moves to a close up on Chaplin's face.  This shot is 

distinctly different from those of Hynkel speaking, where the physicality of his gibberish 

growls was essential to the humor of the moment.  The clown, however, has been left 

behind, a mere vehicle to reach this final moment, where Chaplin himself has taken over 

the microphone.  His face encompassing the entire screen, sweat beading off of his 

forehead as he speaks passionately, he is clearly speaking a monologue not merely 

written for a bumbling clown character with a moment of chance power.   
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Chaplin appropriates the space of free speech that the Jewish barber has gained in 

order to express his own political opinions.  He espouses the importance of equality for 

all, with respect for the humanity and individuality of all people.  He cites the Book of 

Luke; as the Jewish barber would not likely be quoting a New Testament gospel, this 

citation betrays Chaplin as the true speaker. It is significant to note here that the Jewish 

barber is the one character in the film who does not have a name; he is identified solely 

by his ethnicity and his profession.  He therefore can be seen to represent both the 

dehumanized, as he has no name to identify him as a specific person, and an everyman 

figure.  In addition, he can also be seen as most closely representing Chaplin himself.  

Through his evocation of the dictatorship of Hynkel, Chaplin comments on Hitler's 

frightening misuse of power and on the world's lack of attention to the destruction of the 

Jews.  Chaplin’s use of comedy to parody Hitler’s tyrannical power exploded the 

absurdity and danger of fascism. 

 

Denouncing Fascism Through Romantic Comedy 

“Buongiorno Principesa!” 

Roberto Benigni’s Life Is Beautiful also reveals the dangers of fascism, and then 

moves further to examine a means of resisting the dehumanization of the Jews who were 

sent to the concentration camps.  While Chaplin’s film was a comedic parody, taking the 

actual figure of Hitler and exaggerating and mocking his characteristics, Benigni’s film 

essentially interweaves comic moments into a tragic storyline.  The first half of the film, 



73 

set in the Tuscan town of Arezzo, is the more traditionally comic, and it establishes the 

space where Benigni exposes the absurdity of fascist ideology.  

The oppressive nature of fascism is presented early in the film, following some 

initial clowning scenes.  The scenes of fascist Italy and then later of the concentration 

camp establish a world of silence, surveillance, and the breakdown of human rights, law, 

and language.  Guido arrives in Arezzo to find fascist thugs leaving his Uncle Eliseo’s 

house, and his uncle lying on the floor.9 When asked by Guido why he did not cry for 

help after being roughed up, Eliseo replies, “Silence is the loudest cry!”10 Eliseo lies on 

the floor, physically weakened and spiritually broken.  He is no longer able to muster a 

fight, to challenge the unjust oppression meted out on him, and he is unable to speak as a 

witness to this harassment.  He responds through silence.  Eliseo is the classic depiction 

of the Holocaust victim; he is consumed by the silencing dehumanization, and is unable 

to articulate the horrors he experiences.  His silence is, perhaps, the only permissible cry, 

as any other reaction would prompt a rapid eviction to the concentration camp.  Even 

silence isn’t safe, however; laws here are changeable and justice is irrelevant.  Despite 

Eliseo’s continued acceptance of the harassment meted out by the fascist officials, he is 

still taken off to the concentration camp and unceremoniously killed in the gas chambers, 

a move which can further be read as a condemnation by Benigni and perhaps by some 

naïve audience members for his apparent passivity.  

The early scenes in the film establish both the clown character and the social 

order of fascist Italy.  Benigni uses the opening scenes of the film to define Guido as a 

clown and thus to place him in the liminal space just beyond the normal boundaries of 
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acceptable human behavior. Benigni’s slight stature and agile, nimble frame allow him a 

grace of motion similar to Chaplin’s, as well as a similarly recognizable clown stance, 

which locates him in the tradition of twentieth century clowns. These early scenes are full 

of clowning and playfulness; the harassment and abjection of the Jews are not defined 

until Guido arrives in Arezzo. 

In one of the opening scenes of the film, Guido and his friend Ferruccio discover 

that their car has lost its brakes.  After a tumultuous downhill ride, the men find 

themselves careening through the street, aimed right at a group of people awaiting the 

arrival of the fascist king.  Guido waves frantically, trying to get the people to clear the 

street. The people, mistaking Guido for the king, respond to his waves by throwing up 

their hands in the fascist salute and cheering wildly as he passes.  In this scene of 

mistaken identity (an homage to Chaplin, one of many in the film) the supportive fascist 

subjects and the interruption by the chaotic, misidentified clown serve as a gentle 

introduction to the fascist social order that will dominate and overpower Guido and his 

family in subsequent scenes.  The clown's power here resides in being a figure whose 

actions defy the normal limits, and his subsequent ability to pass for a fascist leader 

highlights his positioning as outside of the boundaries of the social order.  This scene 

establishes the liminality that will enable Guido to resist the abject in the subsequent 

events of the film as the Jews are actively oppressed. 

Much as Chaplin uses the barber’s amnesia as a way to present the degree of 

fascist oppression, Benigni uses Guido’s naiveté in his role as a country boy moving to 

the city. Guido discovers how pervasive fascism has become when he visits with the 
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upholsterer who employs his friend Ferruccio. The upholsterer is presented as a friendly, 

hardworking man, who engages Guido in pleasant conversation before remarking, 

“[B]ehave yourselves.  These are hard times, very hard.”11 Guido sees this warning as a 

sign that the upholsterer similarly feels the threat of fascist oppression, and innocently 

asks, “What do you think of the political situation?”  At the same moment, the 

upholsterer turns to his sons and reveals his political affiliation with the shout, “Benito! 

Adolfo! Behave!” As a Jew, Guido realizes that he is in danger; he silences himself.  Yet 

although he does not speak another line in the scene, Guido exchanges his own beat-up 

hat for the upholsterer's elegant hat, and thus sets up a running gag that continues 

throughout the film, forcing the upholsterer’s continued awareness of Guido. Unable to 

express himself verbally, Guido turns to physical comedy gags to subtly challenge those 

who aim to silence him, and thereby tries to resist the void of voicelessness and negation 

that threatens him.   

The oppressive world of fascist Italy is further developed as Guido attempts to 

obtain a permit to open a bookshop.  The town clerk Dr. Rodolfo and his secretary work 

diligently to prevent Guido from gaining the necessary signatures and forms needed.  Dr. 

Rodolfo refuses to sign the forms and insists that the office is closed, even though Guido 

notes that it should officially be open for another ten minutes.  This scene presents the 

growing injustice as the fascists assert their control over the town.  Because he is Jewish, 

Guido is denied access to the individuals who ought to assist him, and it is made clear 

that he is not welcome at the town hall. He is treated by Dr. Rodolfo and his secretary as 
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if he does not exist.  As a Jew, he is therefore being denied both his rights and the 

language to assert those rights. 

In the following scene, Guido uses physical comedy as a means to subvert the 

silence imposed on him.  Unable to get Dr. Rodolfo’s attention by speaking to him, 

Guido resorts to leaning out the window and pushing a flowerpot down to the street 

below.  As it lands on Dr. Rodolfo’s head, Guido runs downstairs and puts six eggs into 

Dr. Rodolfo’s hat, which subsequently crack when he puts it back on.  This is followed 

by a chase scene on two stolen bicycles, which ends with Guido crashing and falling on 

top of Dora, who is Dr. Rodolfo’s fiancé, but who will soon be Guido’s wife.  Guido has 

again used physical comedy—the flowerpot, the eggs, and the chase scene—as his sole 

means of asserting himself and fighting back.   

 Guido uses his position as a clown much like Chaplin uses Hynkel’s unintelligible 

babblings: each reinscribes the language of the oppressors and thereby renders their 

discourse absurd.  Attempting to woo Dora at the school where she teaches, Guido allows 

himself to be mistaken for the Inspector, a government official who has been charged 

with describing the race manifesto to a group of schoolchildren.  As Guido pretends to be 

the Inspector, he takes the language of Aryan supremacy and subverts it by using his own 

physique as an example.  The fascist racial prejudices position Jews as inferior as a result 

of their physical characteristics.  This is reinforced as the school principal announces that 

the Inspector will be demonstrating that “our race is a superior race—the best of all!”12 A

poster on the wall details the race manifesto imposed by the fascist regime.  In this 

classroom, Jews are noticeably absent.  The space for education rests solely in the hands 
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of the dominant party, which has determined that Judaism is a race, and an inferior one at 

that. Images denigrating the Jews focus on portraying the Jewish body as animalistic; this 

racial hierarchy has relegated the Jewish people to subhuman status.  

As Guido impersonates the Inspector, he actively challenges the language of the 

race manifesto by inverting the language of the discourse.  Charged with teaching the 

school children about the superiority of their race, he inverts the intended message of the 

manifesto by using his own Jewish body as a model example.  Guido jumps up onto the 

table, much to the delight of the children, and struts and flexes his skinny body.  He pulls 

up his shirt and turns his attention to the belly button—a body part at once useless and 

inherently comic:  “Take a look at this belly button!  What a knot!  But you can’t untie it, 

not even with your teeth!  Those racist scientists tried.  Not a chance!  This is an Italian 

belly button.  It’s part of our race!”13 The defining symbol of the discourse of Aryan 

supremacy is the nose: the image of the large, hooked Jewish nose is juxtaposed with the 

straight, sloping nose of the blond haired, blue eyed Aryan youth.  Benigni here 

challenges this discourse that focuses on the physical shape of an unimportant body part 

by replacing it with an absurd image.  In addition, Guido uses his own physique to 

exemplify the superiority of the Italian race; as a Jewish man, he should instead be 

physically inferior.  Akin to the identity swap in The Great Dictator, this rewriting 

subversively uses comedy to emphasize the ridiculous discourse of fascist racism. 

 Later in the film, after Guido has won Dora’s heart, married her, and become a 

father, Guido and his young son Giosue encounter another traditional racist sign, “No 

Jews or Dogs Allowed,” as they stand in front of a pastry shop. Guido invalidates this 
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discourse that defines Jews negatively, as dirty, brutish, and akin to animals, by pulling 

the sign system down into the subhuman realm as well. When Giosue asks why the store 

refuses Jews and dogs, Guido responds with humor: 

GUIDO:  Well, they don’t want Jews or dogs.  People do as they please!  There’s 

a hardware store over there, they won’t let Spaniards or horses in.  And what’s-

his-name, who has the drugstore—just yesterday I was standing there with a 

Chinese friend and his pet kangaroo.  “No, no Chinese or kangaroos allowed!”  

He doesn’t like them! 

GIOSUE: But we let everyone in! 

GUIDO: Yeah, well, starting tomorrow, we’re going to have a sign too.  Who 

don’t you like? 

GIOSUE:  Spiders! And you? 

GUIDO:  Visigoths!  And tomorrow we’re going to write a sign that says, “No 

Spiders or Visigoths Allowed.”   That’s it, I’ve had it with those Visigoths!14 

Guido disempowers the discourse of exclusion by rendering it all-inclusive.  Not only 

does he add other groups and animals to the list of the denied, he also undermines the 

supposed superiority of the racist shopkeepers as well, referring to one as merely, 

“what’s-his-name.” Guido makes the racist language absurd, and introduces a new logic.  

Spiders and Visigoths are both markers of fear and enemies, and, as both can therefore 

represent the fascists who are imposing the oppression, they are here ejected from the 

racist sign system that they established, and are themselves part of the prohibited groups. 
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Also, and perhaps most importantly, this scene establishes Guido’s use of humor to avoid 

or soften the truth when talking with his son. It further sets up Giosue’s naiveté, as he 

accepts his father’s explanation and doesn’t register that this response is a joke. As the 

pair move to the concentration camp, Giosue’s entire experience will be through the lens 

of his father’s fanciful explanations. 

 

Rewriting the Rules of the Game 

“What is more simple than to tell to a little boy, ‘This is not the truth, it is a game?’”15 

It is in the transition to the concentration camp in the second half of the film that 

Benigni moves beyond the boundaries established in Chaplin’s political parody The 

Great Dictator. Removed from the rest of society, unreachable and plagued with the near 

certainty of death, Benigni and his fellow concentration camp prisoners are thrust into a 

hopeless void.  Numbers replace names, and thus individual identities.  In addition, the 

guards speak only German, rendering even language useless.  The arbitrary nature of the 

random killings in the camp defy any law or societal order.  Throughout the rest of the 

film, Benigni uses the clown and comedy in a carefully calculated manner in order to 

reveal the absurdity of the camp and the dehumanization of the prisoners.  His main goal 

in these scenes is to shield his son from the abjection plaguing all of the other 

concentration camp victims.  Guido works to keep Giosue out of the threatening voiceless 

void, allowing him to survive and share his story after the war has ended.   

Guido’s approach to this goal—using humor and lying to his son—receives the 

brunt of critical condemnation because its success in the film implies that a father’s tales 
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could save his son from death in a concentration camp, and that lying to a young child is 

preferable to telling the truth about their circumstances.  Guido’s introduction of “the 

game” is the main vehicle by which the film abandons historical accuracy in favor of its 

salvation storyline.  

Benigni makes a few crucial directorial choices when he mixes comedic elements 

with the scenes in the concentration camp.  The setting of the concentration camp, 

suffused with gray and brown images, replaces the vibrant colors that had characterized 

the earlier scenes in Arezzo.  The emaciated, haggard bodies of the prisoners are 

contrasted with the neatly dressed, strong, healthy figures of the German guards. The 

arbitrary nature of the killings at the camp is exemplified when Uncle Eliseo is taken to 

the gas chamber and killed.  The scene in which Giosue barely escapes a similar fate 

because of his dislike for showers, a repetition from the earlier scenes of joyful family 

life, reasserts the horrific mass murders that were being committed while employing a 

classic comic gag of theme and variation with a dark, tragic twist.  

Late in the film, Guido walks through the camp at night, cradling his sleeping son, 

when he stops in the midst of a fog.  The fog clears; the shot shows a tiny image of Guido 

and Giosue in the bottom right corner of the screen, and a slowly revealed mountain of 

corpses filling the rest of the screen. The stark reality of the horrors that are surrounding 

him brings Guido rapidly out of his fantasy, much as the same images are designed to 

continually serve as reminders of the actual traumatic events of the Holocaust.  The 

destruction of life is overwhelming; the piles of bodies show that, in this space, the abject 
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consumed both the psychological and the physical, effecting a total eradication of 

humanity, of language, of life.   

It is in these scenes that the embodying power of comedy serves to connect the 

spectator with the images of people enduring endless emotional and physical pain at the 

camp. The horror of these scenes makes the spectator’s laughter more discomforting; 

distinguished from the joyful scenes in Arezzo, the somber atmosphere of the camp jars 

with the spectator’s laughter and forces an embodied awareness of the dangerous space. 

The comedy in these scenes of horror enables language, and thus serves as a means for 

representing the unspeakable.  

The most memorable and frequently referenced scene in the film comes towards 

the beginning of the final half, when a German guard enters the barracks to introduce the 

new prisoners to the rules of the camp. He asks if anyone in the room speaks German, 

and Guido promptly raises his hand. As the guard barks out each of the camp’s rules, 

Guido offers up a “translation” into Italian that is designed solely to keep the truth a 

secret from young Giosue.   

Guido translates the guard’s orders into a description of “the game.”  He has been 

attempting to convince Giosue that they are a part of a big game, with the goal of winning 

a thousand points and a real working tank.  The game is both a way to preserve his son’s 

innocence and spirit, and of pointing out the arbitrary abject space of the concentration 

camp, in which there is no reward for good behavior or work, and no rationale for 

punishment or death.  The rules of the game as Guido describes them—“You can lose all 

your points for any one of three things.  One: If you cry.  Two: If you ask to see your 
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mother.  Three: If you’re hungry and ask for a snack”—prepare Giosue for the unpleasant 

lifestyle of the camp, and serve as a pretense for the silence that will keep him hidden.16 

In addition, these rules allow Giosue to believe that he retains agency; as he is playing a 

game, he has a choice, although to break the rules would result in losing points.  The 

hopelessness of the concentration camp stemmed in part from the complete lack of 

agency; there were rules, you followed them, or you died, and perhaps you died even if 

you followed them.  Giosue is spared the realization that he has been denied all of his 

rights as a human.  Guido’s revisioning of the guard’s speech enables Giosue to remain 

unaware of the dangers that threaten him in the camp. 

When Guido volunteers to translate the German guard’s rules into Italian, he 

enacts a literal reclamation of the language of the oppressor.  Guido moves to the front to 

translate, and whispers to another prisoner that he does not speak German.  The guard 

barks orders that are not translated; neither the Italian nor the English versions of the film 

included subtitles for the German.  The words, Benigni is claiming with this action, are 

irrelevant and overdetermined, languageless shouts of aggression and hatred that serve to 

reinforce the abject state of the prisoners by denying them language comprehension. 

As Guido translates the guard’s rules, it is crucial to note that none of the other 

prisoners is laughing; the only person who is smiling is Guido’s son.  The scene would 

have an entirely different effect if the whole room packed with prisoners were filled with 

uproarious laughter.  The guard would seem a fool, and the prisoners would enjoy a 

cheerful community.  Instead, Benigni imbues the scene with the somber attitude of the 
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camp; the beaten-down bodies and worn-out faces of the silent men remind the spectator 

of the horror in which this film is situated.   

 It is only the clown figure who is able to stand up and translate the guard’s orders.  

Primarily this willingness is due to his lack of fear; he is taking a great risk by ridiculing 

the guard as he speaks, as it is always possible that someone else speaks both German 

and Italian.  The general awareness of the severe, brutal control in the camp would 

preclude most people from attempting such a bold act of defiance.  The clown, however, 

singles himself out as an individual, and retains both his powers of language and his 

subtle ability to challenge the oppression of his captors.  As the liminal clown, he is 

aware that he has the power to speak and not be understood.  Guido uses this power later 

when he and Giosue take control of the loudspeakers and broadcast a message of love to 

Dora.  Realizing that the officials do not speak Italian, and that they see the dehumanized 

prisoners as an indistinguishable group rather than as individuals, Guido seizes the 

moment to co-opt the loudspeaker, to reclaim the mouthpiece of the aggressors.   

Guido also uses his power of language to reinscribe humanity on those who have 

been dehumanized and destroyed in this abject void.  When Giosue learns that “[t]hey 

make buttons and soap out of us,” Guido realizes that he is learning the truth of their 

horrific situation.17 Even in death they are not treated as humans, but rather are 

exterminated and used as raw materials.  Spreading the information about these horrific 

practices with the prisoners is a tactic used by the guards to break the spirits of the Jewish 

people to force them to further accept their dehumanized positionality.  In this scene, 

Giosue finally begins to realize that they are stuck in the camp, and he succumbs to the 
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devastation that surrounds him.  Guido chastises Giosue for not realizing that these “lies” 

come from those who are trying to beat them at the game. He attempts to calm Giosue’s 

fears by reclaiming the fascist discourse of destruction in the names of their friends and 

rendering the discourse absurd:  

GUIDO: Buttons and soap.  Right.  And tomorrow morning I’m washing my 

hands with Bartholomew and buttoning my jacket with Francesco and my vest 

with Claudio… 

[he is laughing as he pulls a button off his jacket and lets it fall to the floor.]

Uh-oh, Giorgio fell off!  They make buttons out of people? What else? 

GIOSUE: They cook us in ovens! 

GUIDO: [laughing] They cook us in ovens?  I’ve heard of a wood-burning oven, 

but I never heard of a people-burning oven.  Oh, I’m out of wood, pass me that 

lawyer over there!  No, that lawyer’s no good, he’s not dry!18 

Giving names to the soap and buttons and professions to the burning bodies makes them 

individuals, emphasizes the absurdity and horror of the actions of the Nazis by 

humanizing the victims.  And yet in all of his chiding of Giosue, Guido doesn’t 

completely negate his son’s claims. He jokes, he points out how ridiculous the ideas are, 

and yet he never goes so far as to tell Giosue that these claims are untrue.  

Towards the end of the film, the Germans liquidate the camp in anticipation of the 

arrival of American troops. Guido hides Giosue in a small box and tells him that he’s not 

to leave until he hears nothing but silence, or he’ll lose the game. Guido then borrows 

Giosue’s jacket and blanket to disguise himself as a woman. He makes one last attempt to 
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find Dora, who has been on the women’s side of the camp throughout the film.  The 

scene turns into a chase that evokes the comic tradition of the Keystone Cops, with Guido 

in his woman’s garb jumping to hide from a searchlight.  He is caught, however, and as 

all law and order is suspended in this abject void of the concentration camp, not even the 

protagonist, the clown, can survive. In his final moments, Guido uses his physical 

clowning one last time.  As he walks in front of Giosue’s hiding place, Guido smiles, 

winks, makes a funny face, and then struts past with a goose-step walk that mimics the 

German military walk, and recalls Chaplin’s own walk in The Great Dictator. This last 

gesture enables Giosue to believe until the end that it’s all a game, and to thus leave the 

camp alive, with his story ready to share. 

 

Two Childhoods 

“It’s terrible. But you had to know.”19 

Benigni’s approach to saving his son balances on a child’s naiveté. A viewer of 

Life is Beautiful, drawn in by Giorgio Cantarini’s adorable wide-eyed, slack-jawed stare, 

might readily accept that a young child would believe his father’s story that the 

concentration camp was actually the playing field for a giant game.  Jona Oberski’s 

Childhood, however, offers an alternate perspective on a child’s perceptions of his 

surroundings and comprehension of the gravity of his circumstances. My analysis here 

will point to the similarities between the two texts, and will then examine the key point at 

which they differ, the point where the boy’s mother in Childhood realizes that her son’s 

survival rests on his knowing the truth of their situation. 
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Born in Amsterdam in 1938, Jona Oberski spent his early years in Nazi 

concentration camps. An orphan by the end of the war, Oberski returned to Amsterdam 

where he was raised by his parents’ friends. He continues to live in Amsterdam and 

works today as a nuclear physicist. Childhood, which was originally published in Dutch 

in 1978 with the title Kinderjaren, is Oberski’s first literary work, a fictionalized account 

of the author’s experiences in the camps as a young child.20 

Oberski’s nameless young narrator follows the events of the author’s own life.21 

He gets sent from his home in Amsterdam to the camps with his also-nameless mother 

and father. They are sent first to the transit camp Westerbork in Holland, and then to 

Bergen-Belsen, where the boy’s father dies in the infirmary. Mother and son are put into 

another train and sent onwards to an unknown destination; the train stops for two weeks 

on the tracks by some woods with all the passengers locked inside. When they finally 

realize that there is no locomotive and the train cars seem to have been completely 

abandoned, the weakened prisoners open the cars and refresh themselves at a nearby 

stream, only to be locked in again by a German guard who appears suddenly. Finally, 

they see Russian soldiers approaching and realize that the war has ended. The survivors 

are put into local houses for a brief respite, and the narrator’s mother is put in the 

hospital, as she’s become both physically and mentally ill. The narrator lives for this 

period with two of his mother’s friends, Trude and Eva, in a small attic apartment. After 

his mother’s death, the remaining survivors are driven back to Amsterdam, where the 

story ends as the narrator is taken into the home of some family friends who agree to 

raise him.  
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Written in first person from the perspective of the young child, the book is stark in 

its language and imagery. The sentences are simple and precise, rarely more than subject 

and verb. There are virtually no embellishments, no musings on memories past or 

reflections on the present or hopes for the future. He speaks just the facts, and in that 

simplicity lies the power of the text. For there is no difference in style or tone between his 

account of receiving a jumping-jack as a birthday gift from his parents before they are 

taken off to the camps, and his account of climbing through a shack filled with dead 

bodies on a dare from the other children at the camp. Neither of these are extraordinary to 

our young narrator; they are each just an event in his life, one more enjoyable and one 

less so. And that, the ordinariness of the concentration camp in this little boy’s life, is 

what makes the story so tragic.  

I find useful points of comparison in the narrative of these two texts, but they are 

not obvious texts to put together. They differ significantly—in genre, format, tone, 

purpose, audience, marketing, and reception. One a cinematic comedy, mass marketed as 

a universal heartwarming fable/romantic comedy, the other a slim, quiet, subtly 

fictionalized survivor’s tale, published in small runs, barely marketed, and out of print for 

years. Benigni’s script is fiction, fantasy, fable, while Oberski’s is closer to testimony. 

Perhaps drawing the distinction most blatantly, Benigni is by profession a filmmaker, 

screenwriter, director and actor; Oberski is a nuclear physicist. 

And yet, there are some striking similarities between these two stories of a young, 

naïve boy whose loving parents feel an intense need to protect their son from their 

horrendous situation.  The affective affinity between Life is Beautiful and Childhood 
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leads me to believe that Childhood—or more likely Jona Che Vissa Nella Balena, the 

film adaptation produced and released in Italy in 1993—formed part of Benigni’s 

inspiration for Life is Beautiful.22 This apparent connection between the texts allows me 

to argue for the significance of the point at which they differ—while Guido maintains the 

false reality of “the game” throughout their camp experience, the narrator’s mother in 

Childhood comes to see that her loving protection actually undermines her son’s safety, 

and she thus reevaluates her approach, and starts sharing more of the truth with her son.  

In the early scenes of the book, the narrator’s parents struggle to protect their son 

from the true gravity of their situation.  The story begins with mother and son sharing a 

bunk in a concentration camp barrack.  The mother explains, “[t]here’s been a mistake, 

but everything will be all right. We’ve gone away for a few days with a lot of other 

people, but we’ll be going home soon and Daddy will be there too. They’ve made a 

mistake, so we’ll have to stay here for a few days.”23 Initially, I presumed that this was a 

lie, much like Guido’s explanation to his son that they’re playing a game, a way to soften 

the blow of their internment in the camp. Instead, mother and son are actually sent home 

and reunited with the father just a few pages later.  This scene sets up the boy’s loving 

relationship with his parents, and his unconditional trust in them and in their protection of 

him.  

When they are sent once again to Westerbork, the young boy’s mother sits down 

with him to explain their new situation: “This time it’s different….This time it’s not a 

mistake. We won’t be going home tomorrow. We’ll stay here or we’ll go farther....But 

we’ll have to wait again. Last time we had to wait for news that we were going home. 
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This time we have to wait for news that we’re going on, to Palestine.”24 She does not 

leave him with the false hope that they’ll return home, but she also doesn’t yet quite 

prepare him for the hardships they are about to face. Unlike Guido, this mother makes 

clear to her son that they’re not going home. Her honesty, however, comes with a good 

dose of protective deception at the start of their camp experiences, as she buoys his spirit 

with the thought that they’re being sent on to Palestine. Early on, it seems this might 

actually be the case—when they arrive at Westerbork for the second time, the boy’s 

father asks the camp administration if they’d been sent there by mistake: “My father said 

we were hoping to immigrate to Palestine soon, we’d been waiting a long time. They 

asked for still more papers and said maybe we’d be able to immigrate soon.”25 But as 

time passes and their situation worsens, the talk of Palestine becomes more wishful 

thinking and less future reality.  

Her goal is the same as Guido’s—to keep her son alive, to keep him safe. But 

while Guido tries constantly to keep Giosue from realizing that they are in a 

concentration camp, that all the guards despise them and would likely kill them in an 

instant, the mother in Childhood realizes midway through the book that she has to ensure 

that her son is well aware of their status in the camp. When she finds out that her son has 

accepted a dare to thumb his nose at one of the guards, she erupts with fear-tinged anger. 

As she listens to her son explain that it was just a joke, and that the guard didn’t see him, 

it dawns on her that her son is in real danger because he is not yet fully aware of their 

situation.  Realizing that she can no longer maintain her gentle deceit, she drags her son 

outside of their shack and points out the watchtowers that surround the camp.26 She had 
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worked hard up to this point to make sure that her son wasn’t scared, and she had wanted 

him to remain a child as long as possible. But with his open defiance of the guards, the 

mother understood that she had done too good a job of protecting her son. At this point, 

she clarifies herself, and begins the work of sharing the truth with her son. 

Guido prevents Giosue from hearing the rules of the camp—rules that, if not 

followed, will result in immediate death. While the parents in Childhood begin by 

creating a bubble of safety around their son, they soon understand that his safety and 

wellbeing depend on his comprehension of their life in the camps.  The mother in 

Childhood reminds her son of the rules, clarifies them when he’s unclear, and explains to 

him when they are breaking the rules so that he’ll know to be extra careful, such as when 

they go to another shack one night to sing songs with other prisoners.  

While Guido makes life in the concentration camp one big game for Giosue, the 

narrator in Childhood plays games with the other children that reflect the harsh reality of 

growing up in a concentration camp. To prove himself to the big children after his 

father’s death, the narrator is dared to go into the “dreadhouse,”27 which turns out to be a 

shack used to store bodies before they are taken away for burial. Much as kids dare each 

other to enter supposedly haunted houses, these kids dare him to go inside the dreadhouse 

and stay until they allow him to leave. They taunt him while he’s inside, make fun of his 

father, as kids will do. But their taunts are haunting—they tease him that his father’s dead 

body isn’t covered with a sheet like the other bodies. Unlike Guido’s game, which hid the 

fact that death was all around them, the children’s games in Bergen-Belsen emerge from 

the acknowledgement that their world is suffused with death. Their irreverence towards 
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the dead bodies, their indifference to the tragedy of the narrator’s father’s recent death all 

point to the fact that to the children living in the camps, death is normal. And this 

normalcy, this ease with which the children play games amidst death, shocks us as adults 

reading this work with decades separating us from these horrors.   

The most significant difference between the two works is how they deal with the 

death of a parent. While Guido dies in Life is Beautiful, his death is off-screen, and his 

young son leaves the camp blissfully unaware of his father’s fate. The young boy in 

Childhood, on the other hand, begs his mother to be allowed to join her in the infirmary 

as his father is dying. Their conversation sounds at first much like a child arguing that he 

should be allowed to get the new popular toy or see the new hit movie: 

I said I wanted to go with her, but she said I couldn’t. She said my father might 

die, and that wasn’t anything for babies. I said I wasn’t a baby, and he was my 

own father and I had a perfect right to be there when he died, and all the children I 

knew had been there when their fathers died. My mother asked, “Who, for 

instance?” I pointed at one of the boys, but she said his father was still alive. 

Luckily another boy said he’d been allowed to be there and a girl said so too. 

They were brother and sister, but I didn’t tell my mother that.28 

One startling aspect of this conversation is the ease with which the narrator discusses his 

father’s impending death. It is not a world-shattering event; it is merely one of the things 

that happens to most kids in his world. Looking more closely at their conversation, 

though, a reader can feel the young boy’s breathlessness as he makes his case. The long, 

run-on sentences stand out from the otherwise short, choppy prose of the earlier sections. 
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Although he can’t quite articulate or comprehend the significance of his father’s death, 

his passion here shows his intuitive sense that going to the infirmary with his mother is 

important. He’s absorbed enough of the energy of the situation to know that this has the 

potential to be a traumatic event in his life.  

The scenes surrounding the father’s death explore the challenge of speaking to a 

young child about traumatic situations.  Everyone—his mother, his mother’s friend 

Trude, the doctors in the infirmary—tell him the truth about his father’s condition. Under 

the circumstances, with the father living in a separate section of the camp, it would be 

easy for the adults to lie to the young boy to shelter him from his father’s passing. 

Instead, they speak openly, and they do this not to scare him, nor for sentimental or 

emotional effect, but simply because it is the truth. Amidst the horrors of their life in the 

camps, there’s neither time nor energy to craft their words for a child’s ears. While the 

adults in his world probably believe themselves to be speaking clearly, they’re giving 

adult news in an adult world to a child. They no longer retain the capacity to have this 

conversation with a child, and they therefore speak to him as an adult; their words are 

frank, but perhaps too literal. Although he’s told to hurry and get his mother because “it 

will be too late…[he] won’t be here long,” the boy dawdles on his way back to his shack, 

playing in the sun and shade as a young child would.29 He does not understand 

euphemisms, and, as such a young child, doesn’t really understand death. His mother’s 

reaction in this scene quoted above—fighting with him, calling him a baby—also points 

to their deteriorating situation. While at the start of the book she would always try to 

protect him and keep him away from any of the scarier aspects of camp life, this is no 
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longer a realistic option. She cannot mask her despair at her husband’s impending death, 

and she cannot maintain her optimism, hopefulness, or careful deceit. 

 Oberski further explores the effects of speaking in euphemisms to a child when 

his young narrator learns of his mother’s death.  She dies in the hospital following their 

liberation and rescue from the abandoned train. The narrator lives with his mother’s 

friends Trude and Eva in a small apartment. Rather than openly telling him the truth, 

Trude tells him that the road to the hospital has been closed and that they can no longer 

walk there. When he asks whether they’ll be able to see her when the roads reopen, Trude 

replies, “Later.”30 As the text has been wholly honest so far, and no one has told the 

child any lies, even the reader initially accepts Trude’s explanation and doesn’t read this 

comment as an evasion.31 

When Eva realizes that the narrator does not understand that his mother is dead, 

she drags him upstairs into their apartment to confront Trude. Trude’s response to Eva’s 

anger warrants discussion: 

Trude said, “Don’t scream so. He knows. He knows perfectly well. I told 

him all about it.” 

 Eva said to me, “What did she tell you? Something about a road being 

closed?”  

 I nodded. Trude said, “You see?” Eva said to me, “And that you’d be able 

to go and see your mother later?” I nodded. She looked at Trude. Trude said 

softly, “Oh, that will come.”32 



94 

This scene shows once again the dangers of talking to a child in metaphors, half-truths 

and evasions—the child does not grasp the double meaning. He trusts the adults in his life 

to tell him the truth, and he accepts as truth whatever his caretakers tell him. Trude’s 

reaction indicates that she softened the truth for her own good as well; this death, it 

appears, proves too much for her to handle openly. She retreats to a window and remains 

silently examining the flowers that she had picked earlier. She has witnessed so much 

horror in the camps, but it is the death outside of the camps that crushes her, because life 

has supposedly returned to normal. In a normal world, a young child does not lose his 

parent. And in a normal world, adults tend to speak figuratively about death when talking 

with children. 

Eva realizes, however, that the narrator needs to know the truth. She explains to 

him that his mother has died, but he does not believe her because it contradicts what 

Trude had said. When Trude finally confirms his mother’s death, the narrator erupts in a 

rage, smashing a vase, crushing the flowers that were in it, knocking over the table. His 

rage, while partly at the news of his mother’s death, is more directly targeted at Trude. “I 

screamed at Trude, I called her a bitch and said I wasn’t a baby anymore….I told Trude 

to go away and leave me alone because she’d lied to me and I’d never believe her 

again.”33 Death is unfortunate but commonplace; being lied to is unconscionable. From 

within this bizarre world of suffering and death, the one thing he could count on was the 

truth.  

Although I walked out of the theater with joyful tears in my eyes at the reunion of 

mother and son, I now find myself haunted by the final scenes of Life is Beautiful. 
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Giosue, riding in the American tank that has rescued him, recognizes his mother Dora as 

she walks along the road away from the camp. Their final words: 

GIOSUE: We won! 

DORA: Yes, we won! 

GIOSUE: A thousand points! Couldn’t you just die laughing? We came in first! 

We get to take the tank home! We won!34 

They laugh together, joyously, a mother’s love, a son’s affirmation that all is well. The 

camera freezes on the pair in a moment of blissful reunion. As a film narrative, it ends 

perfectly. As a young boy’s story, however, it’s the moment before his fantasy world is 

brutally shattered. For there is no longer any way to shelter him from the truth—he will 

soon learn that the tank is not his for the taking, and more importantly, he will soon learn 

that his father has died.  Playing the game up until the end, Guido goose-stepped his way 

past the box where Giosue was hiding.  Guido was shot off-screen, and his death is never 

discussed in the final moments of the film.  

One parent creates a world of lies to shelter his son, while the other continually 

reinforces their reality to protect hers. Is one method more effective? Considering the 

plotlines of each work, they appear about equal—both children survive.  Effectiveness, 

however, is also contingent on the child’s subsequent processing of his experience. The 

child who is blissfully ignorant of the dangers he faces may survive through much the 

same set of fortuitous circumstances that allow a fully aware child to survive. It is in the 

aftermath, as truths are revealed and knowledge of the full danger emerges, that this child 

will have a whole new struggle before him, the struggle to create a memory out of the 
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tapestry of fictions he was told and truths he uncovers.  In Chapter Four I will further 

explore the ramifications of attempting to shield a child from horror as I analyze Mendel, 

a film about a young boy trying to establish his sense of self as he uncovers the truths of 

his family’s concentration camp internment.  

Ultimately, the difference between the two approaches taken in Life is Beautiful 

and Childhood stems from Benigni’s use of the Holocaust as a backdrop to tell his fable. 

Benigni’s comment to a CNN reporter, “What is more simple than to tell to a little boy, 

‘This is not the truth, it is a game?’”35 works only within a fictional film, where the 

credits can roll before the boy ever has to know the truth.  

Obserski argues, through his recreation of his own childhood experience, that 

telling the truth is the most effective response because, while difficult, it respects the 

child’s own understanding of his situation. The camps were brutal, and survival was 

arbitrary, especially for children.  There were many ways that Oberski could have ended 

his book. One natural ending would have been when their train was liberated and the 

German soldiers were taken away as prisoners by the Russians. He also could have ended 

it with the survivor’s ride back into Amsterdam. He could have ended it with the young 

narrator entering his new house and being reintroduced to his parents’ friends who were 

now his foster parents. Any of these endings would have stayed true to his narrative and 

yet tied up all the loose ends and left the reader feeling relieved that the story resolved 

happily. Instead, Oberski ends Childhood with the narrator vomiting on his new foster 

mother, reminding the reader that there is no easy way to tidy up the loose ends of such a 

story.36 



97 

 

And yet my talk of effectiveness might be a bit unfair.  Oberski’s writing is 

certainly the more effective by my standards—he uses his child-narrator’s voice to 

express the atrocities of the Holocaust in a way that keeps them horrifying present, and 

thwarts easy narrative closure or any sentimentalizing or universalizing. He uses his 

darkly comic moments (the children’s games, for instance) to jostle the reader, to spark 

discomfort.  But his goal for this piece is drastically different than that of Benigni’s. 

Benigni produced his film intending to make money, be wildly popular, cross over into 

the United States’ blockbuster film industry, and hopefully get the chance to jump around 

and effervesce at the Academy Awards. And in those ways, it succeeds.  It succeeds 

further in ways that the Kassovitz/Williams Jakob the Liar did not succeed—it garnered 

praise and drew in the crowds. It opened up discussions of the Holocaust in many 

communities for the first time since Schindler's List.  

Critics are rightfully concerned though that, as time passes and more people learn 

about the Holocaust from fictional Hollywood or Hollywood-inspired films, viewers 

might readily believe that a father’s spun tales could have saved his son from the gas 

chambers.  Benigni appears to have two explanations for his use of the Holocaust and his 

softening of the reality of its horrors.  Many interviews, including this one from The New 

York Times Magazine, focus on the use of the Holocaust as a narrative device or 

background scenario that will challenge his skills as a clown: “I had this strong desire to 

put myself, my comic persona, in an extreme situation…the ultimate extreme situation is 

the extermination camp, almost the symbol of our century, the negative one, the worst 
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thing imaginable.”37 He follows up this comment with the claim, “I did not want to make 

a film about the Holocaust.”38 The film’s press kit, however, takes a different approach, 

overtly connecting the film to the history and memory of the Holocaust and its victims, 

and arguing that his lack of verisimilitude stems from his attention to the utter 

indescribability of the Holocaust: 

[A]ccording to what I read, saw and felt in the victims' accounts, I realized that 

nothing in a film could even come close to the reality of what happened. You 

can't show unimaginable horror—you can only ever show less than what it was. 

So I did not want audiences to look for realism in my movie.39 

Read against his earlier quote from The New York Times Magazine, this rings hollow, 

sounds like an explanation designed to appease potential critics of the film. While 

Benigni does announce during the opening voiceover that the story is meant to be 

understood as a fable, he effectively negates this by using such obvious Holocaust 

imagery—the cattle car train, the prisoners crammed into bunks, the gas chambers 

disguised as showers.  Had he created a fictional yet similar world, like that seen in The 

Great Dictator, perhaps his softening of the horrors would be less contentious. However, 

few would question that this “fairy tale” is set in fascist Italy and a Nazi concentration 

camp, and therefore, even if he did not want to, Benigni has made a film “about the 

Holocaust.”  The danger here is that rather than see it as a fable, many viewers, watching 

in the late 20th century, fifty years after the Holocaust, will see it as a historical 

reenactment, or worse, a presentation of a true story, something “ripped from the 

headlines.”   
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The final two chapters of this project explore two films in which humor is used 

not to shield the truth as in Life is Beautiful, but to reveal the truth of the Holocaust and 

life under the Nazis, as in Childhood.  Genghis Cohn returns from the dead in order to 

revive a Jewish presence in blissfully-forgetting post-war Bavaria. His comic one-liners 

serve as reminders throughout the film of the scale of the atrocities committed by the 

Nazis. In the Norwegian film Mendel, nine-year-old Mendel’s father speaks of the 

family’s experiences in the concentration camp only through the jokes he tells.  This film 

offers a perspective similar to Oberski’s as it tells the story of a young boy coming to 

terms with his family’s history. He believes that he is being sheltered from all of their 

great secrets, while not realizing that those secrets are the concentration camps, gas 

chambers, and ovens that he takes for granted as simply the reality of his family’s life.   

Ultimately, I think Life is Beautiful can be quite valuable pedagogically.  As 

scholars and teachers, we can use Life is Beautiful’s success as a way to introduce 

students to some of the complexities of Holocaust memorialization. The film can serve as 

an accessible point of entry into Holocaust studies, and especially into the uses of humor 

in Holocaust works. Students can analyze the film alongside other Holocaust works that 

complicate the images of concentration camp life, survivorship, secrecy, and memory that 

Benigni creates, works such as Childhood, perhaps, or Genghis Cohn and Mendel, which 

I will argue are effective in many of the same ways as Childhood.
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The Ghost and The Puppet: 

Genghis Cohn and the Transformative Power of Humor and Memory 

Genghis Cohn is a Jewish comedian who is unceremoniously shot to death along 

with a mass of other prisoners in the woods outside of a concentration camp.  At the 

moment of his death, immediately before he is shot, Cohn shouts to his executioners, 

“Kush mir in tokhes!” This Yiddish phrase, which means “Kiss my ass!,” permanently 

embeds Cohn in the memory of his executioner Otto Schatz—both figuratively and 

literally. After introducing us to Cohn and his comedy and sharing the moment of his 

death, the film jumps ahead sixteen years to 1958 Bavaria where Schatz is enjoying a 

quiet life as a police commissioner. He has safely hidden his Nazi past until an attempted 

tryst with the widow of an SS officer leads him to try on the dead husband’s uniform—

and find himself face to face with the emaciated Cohn, shaven-headed and dressed in 

concentration camp stripes and a faded yellow star.  Even a decade’s distance from the 

end of the war does not stop Schatz from clearly remembering the one Jew who dared to 

fight back using the only weapon he had.  The film then follows Cohn’s imposition on 

Schatz of everything from kosher food to comic timing, until Schatz’s world is imbued 
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with the signs of those whom he worked to destroy. Cohn’s humor is power; it affords 

him the means to exact both a revenge and a continued presence in memory. Screenwriter 

Stanley Price and director Elijah Moshinsky adapted Romain Gary’s 1968 novel The 

Dance of Genghis Cohn for their 1993 BBC production Genghis Cohn. Much like the 

adaptation of Jakob the Liar, this adaptation deviates significantly from its source, which 

allows me to argue for this film’s situatedness in the 1990s. Released the same year as 

Schindler’s List, Genghis Cohn models potential alternative approaches to the Hollywood 

epic Holocaust film.  

Romain Gary’s novel The Dance of Genghis Cohn bears little resemblance to 

Moshinsky and Price’s film adaptation. Writing in the late 1960s, Gary focuses on the 

developing notion that the Holocaust has become passé and cliché, that it’s no longer 

sufficiently horrifying. In the novel, Schatz and Cohn have been “together” since the 

moment of the shooting in the camp, and when we meet up with them they’re old friends, 

albeit friends with a somewhat tormented relationship. Cohn’s antics have only a minor 

effect on Schatz, as Schatz has been enduring them for years. While Cohn and Schatz are 

the narrators of the novel, their relationship ceases to be the focus of the plot after Gary 

introduces the reader to Lily, a voluptuous woman with an insatiable sexual appetite, and 

Death, who goes by the poetic name Florian. Gary uses Cohn to demonstrate Lily’s 

frustration—while the sheer horror of the Holocaust used to be able to arouse her, she’s 

been stuck for a lack of stimulus lately and can’t achieve orgasm. The majority of the 

book is devoted to lounging around with Lily (who is frequently referred to bluntly as 

“humanity”) in a lush forest, trying to find out how to give her an orgasm. Gary has Lily 
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explore the sexual potential of art and literature, of racism and the Vietnam war, of 

Marxism and nuclear weaponry, but all to no avail: “Millions of heroes fucked 

themselves dead trying to fuck humanity happy.”1 Her sexual dalliances take up most of 

the second two thirds of the novel, and Schatz and Cohn spend much of the novel merely 

bickering like an old married couple.  

The most compelling issues in the film are either taken for granted or not present 

in the novel.  Moshinsky and Price’s tale is much simpler, in terms of major characters 

and plot lines. They adapt and expand upon only the skeletal plot elements of the first 

third of Gary’s novel, before the introduction of Lily and Florian and the descent into the 

forest for the great orgasm hunt. They weed out much of the shtick, the back and forth 

banter between Schatz and Cohn designed to show them as intimately intertwined. Their 

film posits a compelling question: what if Schatz was able to live a peaceful, officially 

denazified life for nearly twenty years before having to deal with his guilt, with the 

reality of his actions in the war?  How would he react to the sudden appearance of this 

ghost? How would it change his life? As Price and Moshinsky dig deeper into the 

relationship between Cohn and Schatz, they explore the power of irreverency, chutzpah, 

and comic hauntings, and they envisage Schatz’s startling and revolutionary response: the 

transformation from Nazi to Jew.  

Genghis Cohn initially stands out among the other films in this project because it 

was made for television and never received a mainstream theatrical release. A brief 

examination of the role of television films in Britain should clarify my inclusion of this 

work and its significance within the British film tradition. In the 1980s and early 1990s, 
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the BBC struggled to compete with rival station Channel 4. Created in 1982 to present 

innovative programming, Channel 4 was initially an independent, advertising-free 

television channel supported financially by the other ITV channels. In Seeing Things: 

Television in the Age of Uncertainty, John Ellis examines the impact of Channel 4 on 

British television. He notes that,   

Channel 4 pushed the boundaries of what it was possible to see on British 

television, and hastened this process. It gave a place to programmes about world 

cinema at a time when non-American films were becoming a rarity in British 

cinemas. It showed angry films about animal rights; elegiacal programmes about 

euthanasia; sharp satires about the prosecution of news like Drop the Dead 

Donkey;…the whole of Claude Lanzmann’s series on the Holocaust (Shoa) 

[sic]…The early years of Channel 4 were full of experiments in how to make a 

different kind of television.2

Viewers flocked to Channel 4’s offerings, which left the more predictable BBC 

floundering. To compound this problem, the late 1980s saw the appearance of multi-

channel satellite and cable broadcasting, which both drew more viewers away from the 

BBC, and affected the tastes and expectations of British audiences. The BBC thus made 

strategic changes to its broadcasting in order to compete in the contemporary television 

market. Bob Franklin, editor of British Television Policy: A Reader, examines this shift: 

“The BBC’s preferred strategy was to offer a slightly narrower range of distinctive high-

quality programmes which commercial broadcasters would not provide.”3 Some of the 

films that resulted from this change include Jeanette Winterson’s acclaimed 1990 
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adaptation of her novel Oranges are not the Only Fruit and Moshinsky and Price’s 

Genghis Cohn. Both works tackle complex plotlines and characters, refuse simple 

narrative containment, and challenge their viewers. Ellis argues that while “the made-for-

TV movie has an inferior cultural reputation in relation to the cinema film… [i]n some 

television cultures, like Britain’s, the made-for-TV movie forms a substantial part of what 

passes for a national cinema.”4 I argue in this chapter that while it functions as a feature 

film, Genghis Cohn ultimately suffers from poor distribution and recognition due to its 

status as a television film. 

My final two chapters examine two films created outside of the Hollywood 

machine, Genghis Cohn and the 1997 Norwegian film Mendel. They are the films that 

inspired this project, and I hope to show how their uses of humor add significantly to the 

process of memory creation and retention for both second and third generation survivors, 

and the general public. These films flout the many Hollywood conventions I’ve explored 

in the previous two chapters. There is no Jakob or Guido or Schindler, no hero with a 

heart of gold, no martyr, no person who could make a difference, save lives, and inspire 

hope; instead, the casts are full of the tormented, vengeful, bitter, and resigned. Most 

notably, these films takes place almost completely after the war. While Jakob the Liar 

and Life is Beautiful are set within the sites of atrocity themselves—the concentration 

camp, the ghetto—and use humor as a method of survival or sustained hope,  Genghis 

Cohn and Mendel move beyond the Holocaust to work from the position of memory. The 

directors do not focus on recreating images of the concentration camps or ghettos. They 

explore instead the aftermath, the recovery, and the effects of the Holocaust in the 
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decades that follow. As such, the purpose of humor in these films is not to show the 

power of hope in times of trial or the whimsical ways that humans can cope with trauma. 

Humor does not affect actual lives or survival as it does in Jakob the Liar and Life is 

Beautiful—Robin Williams’ Jakob dies as a martyr because he refuses to deny the 

fanciful stories he created and thus destroy the last vestiges of hope among his fellow 

ghetto-dwellers. Guido’s son survives the concentration camp because of his father’s 

comic moments and fanciful games, and all three (mother, father, and child) retain their 

hope and their drive to survive in spite of the crushing conditions. While we do see a 

brief moment of Genghis Cohn in the concentration camp, see him getting shot and 

yelling out at the last minute, this burst of humor has no actual effect on his life—he still 

dies. It does, however, have an effect on his position in memory and on his subsequent 

ghostly status. Genghis Cohn and Mendel use humor to access memory, to create 

memory, and to develop a history—personal and collective—of the Holocaust and its 

victims after the fact. 

 

Humor and Memory  

“I didn’t have a machine gun, only my chutzpah.”  

Genghis Cohn’s ability to haunt his executioner Schatz rests on his position in 

Schatz’s memory.  When the ghost of a concentration camp victim first appears before 

him, Schatz asks, “Who are you?” Cohn’s reply does not divulge his identity 

immediately. He merely answers, “I’ll give you a clue. Tokhes.” Schatz then fills in the 

blank: “Kush mir in…” Moments later, when Cohn describes Schatz’s search throughout 
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the camp for both the translation of the phrase, and the identity of the speaker, it is Schatz 

who ultimately identifies this ghost before him by name: “Genghis Cohn.”  Cohn 

responds delightedly, “You still remember! Oh! No, I’m touched. No, seriously, I mean 

how many people did you kill in that camp? A thousand, a hundred thousand nameless 

faceless people. But once you can put a name on a face, now that is something different.” 

Cohn intentionally allows Schatz to identify him, as this interaction proves that he 

remembers him to the point of knowing his name, remembering his last words.  

Cohn describes how Schatz moves through the camp attempting to translate this 

final defiant call by one of the masses. The power of speech thus passes from Cohn to 

another prisoner, Pinchas Eidelman, who ultimately translates the phrase for Schatz.  In 

so doing, he both follows orders by answering Schatz’s question, and offers his own 

defiance, by looking Schatz straight in the eye and replying, “Kiss my ass.”  Under orders 

to speak and to answer correctly, Eidelman voices everyone’s unspoken dissent in the 

language of the oppressor.  Significantly, it is Cohn who invokes Eidelman’s name—

Schatz promptly forgot (and most likely killed) the Jew who told him in German to kiss 

his ass.  But the one who shared the sentiment in Yiddish has remained embedded in his 

consciousness. While the point of the phrase was relatively insignificant—it’s no great 

surprise that a Jew would want to offer up a vulgarity to the officer who keeps him 

imprisoned and will likely kill him—the action of the speaker was memorable.  Cohn 

embedded himself in Schatz’s memory because he fought at the moment of his death with 

something that required action for comprehension. As Schatz worked to translate the 

phrase, it—and its speaker—slowly took hold in his memory.   
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German-speaking Schatz finds Cohn’s Yiddish outburst unintelligible, even 

though Yiddish and German are quite similar aurally and etymologically. Theodor Reik, 

author of Jewish Wit defines the Yiddish language as “essentially middle High German, 

interspersed with Slav, Hebrew and Aramaic words and phrases.”5 The Yiddish kush and 

mir have clear roots in the German kuss and mein. There is, however, no word in 

German that’s similar to tokhes—having searched many different slang ways of saying 

“ass” (butt, behind, bottom, rear, rump, tushie, heinie…), I have found a variety of words 

in German (der Hintern, der Po, der Popo, Arsch), but none that are similar to tokhes.  

Although, certainly, the implication of “kiss my…” might not be as opaque to most as it 

is to Schatz. Indeed, towards the end of the film, as Cohn begins to haunt another of the 

SS officers who was present on the day of his death, the scene replays. This time, the 

camera has pulled back so the viewer sees Cohn’s whole body. Cohn not only shouts 

“kush mir in tokhes,” but actually slaps his bottom on the word “tokhes,” which should 

leave little doubt about the meaning of the phrase. 

The active refusal on the part of Schatz and the Nazis to comprehend this Jewish 

variant of German gives Cohn’s “kush mir in tokhes” its power. Schatz’s translation 

difficulties signify the psychic distance between the Nazis and the German Jews. The 

film seamlessly and without comment substitutes English for German, thus emphasizing 

the conspicuous role Yiddish plays in the interactions between Germans and Jews. The 

choice to film in English most likely related to the fact that it was adapted by English 

speaking writers, filmed for a popular British television audience, and cast with actors 

known to British viewers and theatre-goers (Antony Sher and Robert Lindsey as Cohn 
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and Schatz). The choice has dramatic effects, regardless; in an English-language film, 

Yiddish words stand out much more than they would have had the dialogue been in 

German.6

The use of Yiddish further works as a shorthand to distinguish the Jews from the 

Germans. As Schatz begins to slip and use the Yiddish words Cohn teaches him around 

fellow Germans, his coworkers question his sanity and ostracize him.  The use of Yiddish 

also serves to connect the audience with Cohn and the Jewish people. The presentation of 

Judaism in Genghis Cohn is framed by three historical moments—the 1930s and 1940s, 

the late 1950s, and the early 1990s. The film blends Jewish comedy stylings from each of 

these eras: Cohn’s bits reflect Jewish comedy from central European nightclubs of the 

1930s, the Borscht Belt/Catskills Resort comedy of the late 1950s and early 1960s, and 

the neurotic-nostalgia comedy of the early 1990s. The selection of Yiddish words used 

throughout the film—schmuck, chutzpah, schtick, shtupp—are readily recognizable to a 

popular contemporary English speaking audience. These words, integral to Jewish 

comedy on the radio, television, and in the theater since at least the 1930s, have come to 

signify Jewish/Yiddish culture. They, along with Cohn’s favorite chopped liver 

sandwiches and gefilte fish, form the nostalgic embrace that is Yiddishkeit, an 

identification with Jewishness and the Jewish people that suggests a timeless and 

location-less Jewish identity. As these words and foods have become common in 

contemporary English speech, the use of Yiddish works as a way of including the 

audience in the community of memory. 
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“Kush mir in tokhes”—they are Cohn’s last words, his final act, his defiant call.  

While certainly angry, there is also an element of the comic to them. Cohn describes the 

act as one of chutzpah—the Yiddish term for gall, shameless audacity.  Audacity is the 

key term here, I believe, because it involves courage, bravery, boldness, and also 

impudence and cheek.  Cohn’s action smacks of cheekiness7 and cements him in Schatz’s 

mind not only as a man who fought back, but as a man who “died as [he] lived…a third 

rate Jewish clown.”  Although Price and Moshinsky leave this fact out of their film, 

according to Gary’s novel, Genghis is actually a stage name: “My real name is Moishe, 

but Genghis went better with my rather wild stage personality.”8 Schatz thus learns the 

name not just of a Jew, but quite specifically of a Jewish comedian. We’ve seen enough 

of Cohn’s act in the opening scenes to know that his comedy relies on chutzpah—

mocking Hitler and his beliefs by portraying him as a ventriloquist’s dummy, pointing 

out the similarities between Hitler and the Jews he wanted to exterminate, even parodying 

his own people as he stands on stage mimicking an Orthodox Jew.  Cohn’s introduction 

to the scene of his execution posits the moment in terms of a comic’s final hurrah: 

I’ve got one last question to ask you. 

How do you kill a Jewish comedian? UM? Well? 

It’s the same way you kill any comedian, you don’t laugh at his jokes!  

When a comedian’s act hasn’t worked,  he says “I died.” 

Well I died, I died in some of the classiest places in Europe. 

But in the end, in the end I finally died in… 
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This scene, shot close up in profile with a dark smoky background, cuts to an image of 

Cohn in concentration camp garb, a shaved head, a sallow face.  We follow him and his 

fellow prisoners to the mass grave.  Upon Schatz’s call of “Ready? Aim!” Cohn spins 

around and yells his memorable, “Kush mir in tokhes!” Situated as it is immediately after 

his comic routines, and specifically his comment about killing a Jewish comedian, the 

film establishes this moment of chutzpah as one not only of angry defiance, but one of 

comic defiance as well.   

Romain Gary shares a conversation between Cohn and Florian/Death, in which 

Florian asks, “I’ve always wondered what Jewish humor is, exactly,” and Cohn replies, 

“It’s a way of yelling.”9 Cohn’s exclamation is the only way that a comic can fight back, 

and while he is still shot along with the rest of them, he succeeds in differentiating 

himself. As the film depicts, he is one of the few who fights back, and his method, just a 

phrase shouted at the guards, is more effective than if he’d screamed, or ran and tried to 

fight, or tried to run away. Nazi executioners had no doubt heard thousands of pleas, 

screams, and wails. They had shot many who ran to escape, and many who attempted to 

fight their way out of death.  To be effective executioners, to be able to continually 

murder their fellow humans, they had to dehumanize their prisoners and anesthetize their 

instincts. These screaming, crying, running beings were nothing more than animals, and 

they were slaughtered as such. Cohn’s approach, to fight back with a joke, breaks through 

the numb exterior of his captors because it instantly rehumanizes him. Amidst the crowds 

of cattle, a man stood out. The absurdity of his joke briefly reveals the larger absurdity 

and horror of the Nazi killing machine, and ruptures the boundary that separates Schatz 
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from those he kills. To discover the meaning of the phrase, Schatz must discover the 

identity of its speaker—and thus admit that the speaker has an identity, was a person. 

Cohn’s method is unique and it is unexpected, and as a result, it makes a permanent 

impression. 

 

The Comic Ghost 

“Calm down, Otto, there aren’t any Jews here, not anymore…” 

Cohn’s act of distinguishing himself from the masses of other massacred Jews 

leads to memory.  For Schatz, it is a memory of a time and of actions that he would like 

to forget. The initial scenes of post-Holocaust Bavaria, before Cohn’s reappearance, show 

a land and a people embracing the seductions of forgetting. The bright pastel houses, 

clean, manicured streets and lawns, a community gathering for the formal opening of a 

pool, a performance by synchronized swimmers—the setting evokes order and calm, the 

normalcy and pleasantries of everyday life. While Schatz literally functions in the 

narrative as the denazified German trying to live a life beyond the atrocities he committed 

in the war, Schatz also comes to function as the embodiment of a late 20th century 

audience, hoping to move beyond the horrors of the Holocaust and hoping that if the 

images of those horrors persist, that they’ll do so respectfully, reverently, sadly…quietly.  

The first time we see Cohn as a ghost, he fits this image nicely.  As Schatz, dressed in full 

Nazi regalia, leans in to kiss the Baroness, he stops and stares, stunned, at the ghost 

before him.  We see Cohn standing silently in the corner of the room.  He looks as he did 

in the concentration camp—shaved head, slight figure, drab, dirty striped clothing.  He 
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stands with a silent, nearly expressionless look on his face.  Not weeping, not angry, just 

present.  This shot, while perhaps surprising narratively, conforms to an audience’s 

expected notion of a Holocaust victim—not the wacky ghost of the comic, but the tragic 

ghost, the sad reminder of genocide. 

Sociologist Avery Gordon argues for the presence and scholarly significance of 

hauntings and ghosts. She notes that, “[i]f haunting describes how that which appears to 

be not there is often a seething presence, acting on and often meddling with taken-for-

granted realities, the ghost is just the sign, or the empirical evidence if you like, that tells 

you a haunting is taking place.”10 Throughout Genghis Cohn, Cohn does serve as a 

continual reminder of the past, of the horrors in which Schatz was complicit, and of the 

ease with which people push tragedy aside as time passes. Schatz reacts with surprise 

when Cohn reminds Schatz of the lies he tells about his role during the war. Cohn’s 

response corresponds with Gordon’s distinction between the image of the ghost and the 

presence of the haunting: “Oh, since that memorable day, Schatzen, I’ve always been a 

part of you… haven’t I?” Although it takes sixteen years after the war for Cohn to 

reappear to Schatz, the ghost points out that his physical presence does not mark the 

beginning of this haunting. 

Cohn brings back to the surface the Germans’ submerged memories of the Jewish 

people, and to do this, he disrupts and distracts. He conforms to Gordon’s description of 

one of the major features of haunting: “the ghost imports a charged strangeness into the 

place or sphere it is haunting, thus unsettling the propriety and property lines that delimit 

a zone of activity or knowledge.”11 Schatz reacts angrily to Cohn’s appearance in the 
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police station in which Schatz works as commissioner, “Go on, please, not here, not in 

the office, what, what have I…”  Cohn interrupts with, “What have you ever done to me? 

Aw, that is a great line, Schatz, that is beautiful.”  This moment underscores the ease with 

which the mind can push aside past horrors in order to dwell in the present moment.  This 

loss of perspective is further highlighted when Cohn adds commentary to the police 

meeting regarding their inability to solve a string of murders.  “I’ve got calls from 

Munich. They’re already calling these the Licht mass murders!” At this, Cohn appears, 

and in a vaudevillian voice proclaims, “These days, they call five a mass murder!”  When 

Schatz tries to live his life in the present, and to live without the perspective of his past 

atrocities, Cohn’s presence in his memory and thus in his conscious world as a ghost 

makes itself known.  

Lines like these, which highlight some of Cohn’s most effective attempts to draw 

Schatz back to his past, to refuse to grant his conscience peace, stem not only from his 

embodiment of the tragic victim, but also from the reincarnation of his comic persona. 

Where the tragic ghost frightens those he haunts, the comic ghost makes a nuisance of 

himself, and refuses to be pushed aside, refuses to be silenced.  Cohn’s initial transition 

from tragic to comic marks a shift for the audience and marks the point at which the film 

thwarts viewer expectations.  Flustered by the vision of a concentration camp victim, 

Schatz leaves the Baroness’s home. He further cringes when he arrives home and 

encounters Cohn’s face peering back at him from behind his fish tank.  Cohn instructs 

him to take off the SS uniform, and, as Schatz begins to remember who this man once 

was, Cohn makes a significant shift.  He moves from his position behind the fish tank, 
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where his eyes seem huge and his face glows greenish-blue, and appears reclining in 

Schatz’s living room chair.  His voice adopts a classic, stereotyped Yiddish accent, and 

his demeanor shifts into storytelling mode.  As he guides Schatz through the recovery of 

his memory, Cohn-the-irreverent-comic reemerges.  Cohn’s identity as a Jewish 

comedian allows him to return as an empowered, active, impertinent ghost, one who 

challenges Schatz’s—and the viewer’s—desire to let the Holocaust sit quietly and sadly 

in memory.  

Although the film never mentions it, Gary specifically defines Cohn’s status not 

merely as ghost, but more specifically as dybbuk. Stories of possession by the dybbuk, a

“penetrating disembodied soul, or ghost, ledged in a human body,”12 abound in early 

Jewish mysticism. Often the soul of a wronged individual, dybbuks return to haunt, to 

seek revenge, or to reconnect with forbidden loves. Traditionally, a dybbuk would only 

possess another Jewish person. Cohn comments on his twist on dybbuk possession: 

“Schatz, Commissioner First Class, knows that he is possessed by a dybbuk. …The truth 

is that this is the first time in the history of thought and religion that a pure Aryan, a 

former SS, has been possessed by a Jewish dybbuk.” 13 Gary uses this unlikely 

connection lightly, as fodder for trite jokes and banter between the two. Moshinsky and 

Price examine the risks of this relationship, the joining of Jew and Nazi. Gordon notes 

that in addition to symbolizing loss, “[f]rom a certain vantage point the ghost also 

simultaneously represents a future possibility, a hope.”14 As Cohn only leaves his host 

once Schatz becomes a Jew himself, the film posits a new function of dybbuk 
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possession—not merely to avenge, but to transform, and ultimately to reestablish the 

presence of that which was lost.  

 

The Jewish Comic and Ventriloquism  

“Anne Frank, you schmuck!” 

 As a comic ghost, Cohn has two main goals: the first, to continually remind 

Schatz of his past, and his complicity in mass murder; the second, to slowly imbue 

Schatz’s world with elements from his own.  From the opening image of the film, we see 

the power of ventriloquism both to allow the silenced to speak freely and to render absurd 

the voices of the oppressors.  Through his comic routines and through his haunting, Cohn 

makes puppets of his oppressors.  He speaks without being seen, throws his voice onto 

theirs, and thus is once again able to have his voice heard.  

 The film’s opening shot is a close up on the face of a Hitler ventriloquist’s 

dummy.  As the camera pans back, we see Cohn on stage with Hitler on his lap. Their 

banter, focusing on Hitler’s proclaimed love for animals and people, and intense hatred of 

Jews, makes the audience laugh because it is true, because it is absurd, and because Cohn 

has a great deal of chutzpah to be willing to say these things on stage, even from the 

mouth of a dummy.  Cohn infantilizes Hitler, by presenting him as a pint-sized doll, and 

animalizes him through growls, grunts, and an incident in which the puppet grabs hold of 

Cohn’s hand in his mouth and yanks, snarling. Hitler’s German-gibberish tirade against 

the Jews thus comes out sounding childish, animalistic, and absurd.  The routine ends 

with Cohn manipulating Hitler’s arm to mimic the Nazi salute, the final one coming with 
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such force that it knocks ventriloquist and dummy over backwards.  A symbol of 

oppression, hatred, and ultimately murder, the salute here becomes a silly slapstick 

gesture—it loses its power.  This scene establishes a theme woven throughout the 

narrative; while the dummy speaks, the ventriloquist has the power of language. The 

ventriloquist/dummy act inverts power structures, upends status hierarchies, and allows 

the silenced to speak their truths through the mouth of those who had silenced them.  

 Cohn’s second comic performance introduces another image that permeates the 

rest of the film—the power of transformation.  The bit begins with Cohn on stage dressed 

as a stereotyped image of an Orthodox Jew.  His coat is on backwards, he’s got a wig of 

long black hair and a long beard, and he’s wearing a top hat.  The character, in a thick 

Yiddish accent, proclaims, “You know why Hitler doesn’t like the Jews? It’s because 

they are small, and they are dark, and they talk too loud, and they gesticulate too much!”  

He then repeats this line, removing an item of clothing with each point, until he stands 

before his audience dressed in an SS uniform, his hair slicked back, and a neat Hitler 

mustache on his upper lip.  His final point, “they gesticulate too much” leads him into 

another round of German-gibberish exclamations that parody Hitler’s passionate 

speeches.  The scene functions as one of ventriloquism, as Cohn throws his voice onto 

the mouth of Hitler, although this time in his own body instead of that of a wooden 

puppet. The two figures, Jew and Nazi, are thus drawn as one, both embodied in one 

man. This sets up the later transformation of Schatz from Nazi to Jew, as Cohn leads him 

through a series of changes designed essentially to sever the ventriloquist/dummy 
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connection. This process forces Schatz first to speak with Cohn’s voice without Cohn’s 

actual presence, and eventually to create a voice for himself modeled after Cohn’s.  

 These two opening scenes establish Cohn as the comedian and as the ventriloquist 

manipulating his dummy.  After his initial appearance as a ghost before Schatz, Cohn 

quickly takes on a ventriloquist’s role with the man he haunts.  He controls Schatz quite 

literally as a puppet or dummy, feeding him lines which Schatz dutifully repeats out loud. 

In Gary’s novel, Cohn describes his ventriloquism as quite literal, “When Schatz speaks 

thus with my voice, the effect is always extraordinary.  As a ventriloquist, I use a kind of 

high falsetto, and my dummy’s natural voice is a gruff baritone.  You can imagine the 

surprise of the audience! It is an old comic effect, but it always gets a laugh.”15 Price and 

Moshinsky’s adaptation has Schatz speak for himself, rather than have Cohn literally 

function as a ventriloquist.  This change makes the ventriloquism more powerful because 

it forces Schatz to speak, rather than allowing him to passively have words spoken 

through him. To have Cohn control Schatz’s voice literally, like a dummy, would deny 

Schatz the implication of the words that he speaks. Cohn’s first attempt to throw his voice 

onto Schatz is subtle; he simply establishes his power to control Schatz’s actions. He 

forces Schatz to order, buy, and eat a chopped liver sandwich, a Jewish delicacy that is 

unusual enough in post-Holocaust Bavaria that it leaves the butcher’s wife and Schatz’s 

coworkers commenting on his unusual choice of lunch throughout the film. While Schatz 

clearly doesn’t want the sandwich, he follows the orders of his ghost out of fear and a bit 

of resignation.  
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When Cohn orders Schatz to go to the library to check out a copy of The Diary of 

Anne Frank we see the continuation of the ventriloquist relationship between the two 

men. Cohn guides Schatz with the book’s title as he requests it from the librarian.  Her 

response, “Do you know who the author is, Herr Commissioner?,” elicits a comic 

outburst from Cohn, “Anne Frank, you schmuck!,”  which Schatz immediately parrots to 

the librarian.  In the previous scene, Schatz speaks for Cohn out of a sense of 

powerlessness, ordering the sandwich because the ghost tells him to.  In this instance, 

Schatz’s response falls right on the heels of Cohn’s, and functions more obviously as 

ventriloquism—Schatz doesn’t have the time to think through his response, he just 

automatically speaks the words coming out of Cohn’s mouth.  The humor stems first 

from comedic timing—the rapid succession of lines, the repetition of “Anne Frank, you 

schmuck!” is a perfect moment of comic dialogue and language play, and an effective 

take on the comic staple made famous by Cyrano de Bergerac. The moment is further 

comical because it is the first time we hear Schatz speak a Yiddish word in dialogue (as 

opposed to his memory of Cohn’s “kush mir in tokhes”).  We laugh because it thwarts our 

expectations—we expect Schatz to reply, “Anne Frank!”  His inclusion of “you schmuck”

shows both his powerlessness before Cohn, and the beginnings of a connection between 

the two men.  

A third scene of ventriloquism comes in the police station as Schatz holds a 

meeting to try to figure out the culprit in a sex murder that has startled their small town. 

In this murder, and in the subsequent fifteen others that happen over the course of the 

film, a man was killed while having sex with a woman; each man was found with a knife 
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in his back and a blissful smile on his face, and the women were left horrified and 

confused, as none ever saw the killer. In this first police meeting, one officer asks why 

the woman involved has not yet come forward to share her story.  When one officer 

agrees that it would be useful to find her, as she might have seen the killer, Cohn appears 

to Schatz and replies, “Under the circumstances, she might have had her eyes shut!”  

Schatz looks wearily at Cohn and mutters, “Oh…god…”  Another officer asks, “What’s 

the matter,”  and Schatz, in a perfect imitation of Cohn’s Yiddish accent and comic style, 

proclaims, “Under the circumstances, she might have had her eyes shut!” The room 

erupts into laughter as Cohn gives Schatz an evaluation of his performance style (“not 

bad, could be a bit more throwaway”). In this instance, Schatz does not immediately spit 

out Cohn’s words as he did in the library.  Rather, he takes the time to listen, and his 

“oh…god” comes as he realizes that he’s about to say the same thing out loud.  Schatz 

finds himself both compelled to speak the line by Cohn, the ventriloquist, and yet also 

choosing to speak it as one might relay a funny joke, succumbing to the irresistibility of 

the setup line.  Cohn’s evaluation of Schatz’s style shows that Cohn wasn’t in complete 

control of Schatz’s actions; Cohn provided the line, the setup, but Schatz delivered it 

himself.  Throughout the remainder of the film, Cohn increasingly provides less 

prompting for Schatz; Schatz becomes less of a literal puppet, and more of a convergence 

of puppet and puppeteer. 

 Throughout the film Cohn continues to throw his voice onto Schatz by forcing his 

actions.  While in the beginning of the film, Cohn sets up lines and Schatz repeats them, 

as the film progresses, and as Cohn’s influence on Schatz deepens, Schatz speaks with 
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Cohn’s voice without Cohn’s prompting. Schatz’s speech becomes infused with Yiddish 

terms.  Discussing the sex murders that form the subplot of the film, Schatz tells the 

town’s doctor that “people are too scared to schtupp.” Schatz takes on Cohn’s 

description of the killer, telling everyone in the police station that they need to get out on 

the streets and “get this meshuganah before he strikes again!”  Sharing a drink of 

schnapps with the Baroness, Schatz follows their clinking of glasses with the Hebrew 

“L’Chaim.” Each of these moments sparks surprised and concerned looks from Schatz’s 

friends and coworkers, and similarly startled responses from Schatz himself.  Cohn 

functions as ventriloquist even when he is not physically present; his presence is 

interwoven in Schatz’s speech and actions.  Schatz offers the Baroness a plate full of 

“chopped liver, chopped herring, and gef…fish balls.”  He claims that they are foods he 

discovered in Poland, and the two ex-Nazis sit together and share a Jewish meal.  This 

film argues that ventriloquism can be more than simply eliciting literal responses from a 

dummy, it can be a profoundly embodied connection between the dummy and the master. 

Indeed, Genghis Cohn uses ventriloquism to figure a radical sort of re-education for the 

so-called ex-Nazi. Cohn ceases to stand behind Schatz, forcing him to recite specific 

lines.  Instead, he spends time with Schatz, and thus effects changes in Schatz’s 

personality, lifestyles, and language by sharing his presence and being his constant 

companion. As this is all noted by his subordinates at the police station, these changes 

mark the beginning of his early retirement from the force; as his behavior suddenly 

reflects a Jewish influence, Schatz begins to arouse suspicions and lose credibility. More 
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significantly, these changes effectively begin the process of Schatz’s transformation, his 

actual denazification and his embrace of life as a Jew.   

 

Transformations: Becoming the Comic, becoming the Jew 

“Who the hell are you Schatz, a Nazi or a Jew?” 

 Two major scenes mark Schatz’s ultimate transformation from manipulated 

puppet to autonomous Jew.   In the first scene, midway through the film and one of its 

most somber moments, Schatz and Cohn go to the synagogue so that Schatz can say the 

Mourner’s Kaddish for Cohn. Schatz asks the synagogue warden if he might say the 

prayers for the dead as it’s the anniversary of his friend’s death.  The warden gives 

Schatz a yarmulke, a tallis (prayer shawl), and a wish for “long life.” As he walks over to 

pray, Schatz is joined by Cohn, who offers to say the prayers with him.  Cohn challenges 

Schatz at the start of the prayer with his most pointed demand: “Pray, Schatz, for all of 

us. Then, now, through the centuries. Scapegoats like me, and bastards like you.” Cohn 

begins the prayer, singing in Hebrew. The two men together mark the end of the first line 

with “Amen.”  As the prayer continues, we see recognition fill Schatz as he shifts from 

watching the prayer, to stumbling over the words, to reciting with Cohn, and ultimately to 

finding his own voice. Cohn visually disappears in the middle of the prayer, leaving an 

image of Schatz standing alone in a nearly empty synagogue, loudly and accurately 

praying the Kaddish. This scene marks the perceptible shift in Schatz’s overall identity 

because of its gravity.  While forcing Schatz to drop Yiddish words into conversation was 

funny and highlighted the games the comic was playing with his dummy, this scene 
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moves onto sacred ground, and sacred language.  Schatz takes on some of the most 

recognizable physical manifestations of Judaism—the yarmulke, the tallis, the physical 

motions of praying—and moves from using Yiddish in conversation to reciting prayers 

and knowing the sacred and holy texts in Hebrew.   

This action marks a significant shift in the town’s perception of Schatz as well; as 

a photographer catches him in the act of praying, Schatz’s identity finally comes under 

fire. In an earlier scene, Schatz confronts Cohn about the reason behind his haunting: 

“You think I don’t know what you’re doing? All this, this oy, the meshuganah, eating 

kosher, never schtupping again.  You won’t succeed in your miserable revenge Cohn!”  

Much as the viewer sees Schatz’s transformation taking place, Schatz sees it as well.  

Cohn’s response to the accusation belittles Schatz’s anger: “This? Is revenge? No, this is 

a little joke. Where’s your sense of fun, Schatz?”  Until this scene in the synagogue, it is 

all a little joke, as the ways that Cohn forces Schatz to change make him seem odd, 

quirky, perhaps unbalanced.  But this scene changes the force of Cohn’s plan—by 

placing Schatz in a synagogue and bestowing on him the knowledge of the Kaddish,

Cohn destroys any frivolity Schatz may have seen in his “little joke.”  And yet, for all its 

apparent serious, detrimental effects on this one man’s life and career, Cohn is right—it 

remains just a “little joke,” something way too insignificant to be perceived as revenge 

for such an enormous atrocity.  

As a result of his appearance in the synagogue and his other recently displayed 

Jewish habits, Schatz comes under investigation by a panel of police and governmental 

officials.  When asked whether he remembers being either a Nazi or Jew, he responds 
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that he does not know.  He then confides to his friends on the panel that he’s being 

“punished” by a Jew he killed sixteen years ago. He is sent to a psychiatric institution for 

analysis and rest.  Ultimately, the convergence in one man of an ex-Nazi and a Jew 

makes him wholly other, even to himself.   

The scene in the psychiatrist’s office enacts the final separation of ventriloquist 

from dummy, and presents Schatz as a self-sufficient comic and Jew. The psychiatrist 

interviews Schatz, asking questions about Cohn.  In this scene more than any other in the 

film, the audience sees a sense of camaraderie between the two men, a sense of Schatz’s 

enjoyment of Cohn’s presence.  Cohn jumps around, performing silly comic flips for 

Schatz’s amusement, all of which Schatz describes to the psychiatrist. The psychiatrist 

sets them up for a performance with her offhand remark, “I can’t wait to hear an example 

of this famous Jewish humor.”  Immediately, in unison both in words and actions, Cohn 

and Schatz jump up, wave their arms, and exclaim, “Oh she would, would she?”  Cohn 

stands behind the couch, Schatz jumps up and sits on the back of the couch, and, with 

Schatz playing Hitler, they reenact Cohn’s ventriloquist routine from the opening scene 

of the film.  Schatz plays the part of the dummy perfectly, allowing Cohn to flop one leg 

over the other as he would with a wooden dummy, and letting Cohn move his arm for the 

final moment of the bit, the repeatedly more energetic Nazi salutes.  On the final one, 

much as in the opening scene, the arm gesture knocks the two men over, and they fall 

behind the couch. While a normal ventriloquist routine involves only one comic, this bit 

clearly relies on the two of them, on their well timed responses to each other, on their 

banter and teamwork.  While it models the ventriloquist/dummy relationship that has so 
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far characterized their interactions, it really highlights the degree to which Schatz has 

become a willing and able Jewish comic—or at least a willingly possessed Jewish comic.  

Indeed, as the bit continues, we see Schatz performing alone, but presume that 

we’re watching from the psychiatrist’s point of view, that Cohn is still there, just 

invisible. However, the camera pans left, and we see that Cohn is sitting on the couch, 

with his Hitler dummy on his lap, watching Schatz as well.  As Cohn extracts himself 

from the bit, the scene becomes Schatz’s, and he therefore is the demonstrator of “this 

famous Jewish comedy.”  Cohn has his own dummy in his lap, signifying that he’s not 

currently speaking through Schatz; indeed in this scene, Schatz’s voice becomes his own 

once again.   

Cohn’s influence has permeated the depths of Schatz’s identity.  Schatz appears 

from behind the couch and shares a joke: “Oy, if Hitler’s mother had only seen him like 

that…Oy yoy yoy. But he had aunts. Aunt Esther, Aunt Rivka, ‘Aunt’ you glad you’re 

not one of them!”  This is the first time we’ve seen Schatz do a comic bit that we haven’t 

already heard from Cohn.  The joke certainly fits into Cohn’s repertoire—it mocks Hitler, 

and, through the use of the names Esther and Rivka, implies a familial connection 

between Hitler and the Jews. But it is Schatz’s joke, not Cohn’s. At this moment, Schatz 

has apparently severed the tie between himself and Cohn, broken free of the ventriloquist.  

But in fact, Cohn was able to step away because his presence in Schatz was now 

permanent.  He watched Schatz pray as a Jewish man would pray, and perform as a 

Jewish comic would perform, and he confidently steps back to observe his creation. The 

electroshock therapy that follows this encounter is ultimately unsuccessful because it is 
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too late for Schatz; while the ghostly visions may disappear following treatment, the 

ghost himself remains, as he’s embedded himself so deeply in Schatz’s identity.  

This identity shift is not only internal, it is external as well. Schatz returns home 

after his institutionalization to find his apartment destroyed and covered in images of 

swastikas and stars of David.  He finds himself arrested for the sex murders and discovers 

that he’s been framed. As he sees any hope of escaping jail slipping away, he conjures up 

Cohn one final time by musing, “Oh, I should have listened to Cohn.”  Schatz responds 

with glee to the return of his ghost, blowing him a kiss and singing along with him. He 

complains to Cohn, “Those bastards have set me up.”  Cohn’s response, “They need a 

scapegoat, that’s how it works, believe me, I know,” draws Schatz and the viewer once 

again back to the Holocaust, back to the memory of a much greater wrong. When Schatz 

begs for Cohn’s help to get out of this predicament, he explains that “I didn’t understand 

you before, your humor…”  Cohn adds, “My courage, my dignity in the face of death.”  

As he feels his own life on the line, Schatz suddenly recognizes the power of that brief 

burst of chutzpah, the desperation that led a man to fight back the only way he knew how.  

Schatz then offers a solution to his current problem that would allow him to escape a 

murder conviction, and yet agree to a lifetime of scapegoating.   

Significantly, Cohn does not offer the solution—it is Schatz who says, “Cohn, 

you were trying to turn me into a Jew, weren’t you. So…I’ll be a Jew. Cohn, I swear.”  In 

this moment, Schatz takes control of his destiny. He is not being manipulated, he is not a 

ventriloquist’s dummy. He has two choices before him, to go to jail for a crime he didn’t 

commit, or to hand over his existence to an identity that he had earlier tried to eradicate 
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from the face of the earth.  Schatz makes a choice that would have seemed unthinkable to 

him before he met Cohn.  By choosing to become a Jew, Schatz chooses freedom, but 

this freedom has much larger implications than merely safety from a local Bavarian jail.  

By choosing to become a Jew, Schatz chooses actual de-Nazification over his 

imprisonment in his own guilty and denied past. This choice is the true radical act of the 

film—the act made possible by Cohn’s act of chutzpah in the concentration camp. 

Jewishness leaves Schatz vulnerable, both to anti-Semitic attacks in his small Bavarian 

town and to a larger future of potential othering, but Jewishness also enables him to 

become fully human.   

In the scene following Schatz’s decision to become a Jew, another man dies at the 

hands of the mysterious murderer. The police release Schatz, and the next time we see 

him, he’s working as a kosher butcher.  It’s important to note a few crucial elements of 

these scenes.  First, Cohn never really agrees to help Schatz; Schatz begs for help, and 

then tells Cohn that he’ll become a Jew.  Cohn doesn’t respond, he just disappears.  The 

film does subtly suggest that Cohn might be committing the murders; he’s neither 

indicted nor absolved, although he has clear motives—from framing and then vindicating 

Schatz to exacting revenge on Bavarian Germans for their role in the Holocaust. Cohn’s 

guilt, however, becomes immaterial; Schatz’s decision to stick with his promise to 

become a Jew stems from a deeper internalization of his experiences with Cohn.  

This radical act, embracing his role as the living embodiment of the Jewish 

people, becomes crucially important when examined in the context of Europe’s largely 

symbolic memorials and public commemorations of the Holocaust. Berlin’s Holocaust 
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memorial, for instance, serves more as a record of absence than as a connection with an 

actual people. Opened to the public in May of 2005, the memorial consists of 2711 

concrete slabs laid out over five acres as if in a large graveyard, but lacking any 

identifying details.16 Hamburg’s Black Form--Dedicated to the Missing Jews also was 

designed without inscription to signify the Jewish people’s absence in Germany. 

Amsterdam’s Monument to the Women of Ravensbrück consists of abstract metallic 

pillars and slabs and has a light and sound display at night. Amsterdam also has a 

memorial specifically to victims of Auschwitz, Nooit Meer Auschwitz, in which an urn of 

ashes is buried under a large panel of broken mirrors, and a monument to Jewish 

resistance, a large black monolith. The memorial in Paris, Mémorial des Martyrs de la 

Déportation, includes tall, narrow stone corridors, an abstract sculpture of sharp points 

meant to convey suffering, and a display of 200,000 small quartz stones designed to 

represent each person deported from France to concentration camps. Each of these 

memorials finds its power through lack, through absence, through emptiness. They allow 

a viewer to engage with guilt, with sorrow, and with rage. But they do not allow a viewer 

to engage with an actual Jewish person.  By becoming a living memorial to the Jews he 

worked to eradicate, Schatz forces his fellow Bavarian-Germans to remember the Jews as 

people, to consider a life in which they once again live alongside Jewish people in life, 

and not merely in memorial form.  

Schatz assumes Cohn’s Jewish traits, while leaving the comedic ones behind. In 

her analysis of ghosts and hauntings, Avery Gordon examines this quotation by Walter 

Benjamin and argues that ghosts are a form of the monad. 
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Where thinking suddenly stops in a configuration pregnant with tensions, it gives 

that configuration a shock, by which it crystallizes into a monad. A historical 

materialist approaches a historical subject only where he encounters it as a monad. 

In this structure he recognizes…a revolutionary chance in the fight for the 

oppressed past. He takes cognizance of it in order to blast a specific era out of the 

homogeneous course of history—blasting a specific life out of the era or a specific 

work out of the lifework.17 

I find this quote especially useful as a way to analyze Schatz’s lack of humor after his 

transformation. At the moment of his execution, Cohn shouts “kush mir in tokhes.” This 

moment of chutzpah is the revolutionary act that creates Cohn-as-dybbuk, that establishes 

Schatz’s haunting. While the act is Cohn’s, the shock is Schatz’s, and both men’s actions 

are thus necessary for the haunting to exist. Humor served as a necessary mechanism for 

“blasting” out of the past and into Schatz’s memory, his present. When Cohn passes on 

his traits to Schatz, however, the humor can fall away, as the Jew is firmly entrenched 

again, made human once again in the present. Humor works as the fuel, the jet pack that 

propels Cohn out of his anonymous death and into the realm of ghostly present. 

Standing in his kosher butcher shop, wearing an apron and chopping liver for 

Cohn’s next SS- guard-turned-ventriloquist’s-dummy, the viewer sees the completion of 

this transformation.  His image is softer; gone are the harsh edges and slicked hair of the 

SS soldier and police commissioner. Of all the ways in which he could have taken on a 

Jewish life, Schatz chooses the one job that involves the continual butchering of meat, a 

role reminiscent of his work with the Nazis, and his perceptions of the Jewish people at 
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that time. And yet, Schatz chooses to engage in the rituals of food making and preparing, 

nurturing and nourishing his community. His work is life-affirming for his fellow 

humans, and his transformation is thus a defiant act of un-erasure. Schatz’s last line 

comes as he lies on the ground in an alley.  He’s been beaten up by a gang of people 

yelling “dirty Jew” as they run away, a scene that mirrors those in the opening of the film 

in which Cohn is similarly assaulted by Nazi officers after performing his comic routines 

in the nightclubs of Berlin and Vienna. Schatz looks up from the slick, wet ground and 

quietly cries, “kush mir in tokhes.”  While Cohn’s cry was loud, defiant, aimed at the 

ears of his oppressors, Schatz’s very existence is an act of defiance. Gordon notes that, 

“The ghost or the apparition is one form by which something lost, or barely visible, or 

seemingly not there to our supposedly well-trained eyes, makes itself known or apparent 

to us, in its own way, of course.”18 In Genghis Cohn, the ghost moves a step beyond, 

forcing the subject of his haunting not only to be aware of the loss, but to embody and 

revitalize that which was lost. Although hauntings are usually associated with death and 

stasis, this haunting opens up a new life, allowing for the resurgence of Jewish history, 

culture, and identity in an area where it had been eradicated. Schatz brings the living 

Jewish past back into German-Bavarian culture in a small, fragmentary, but nonetheless 

important way.  
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Passing Time, Passing Memory 

“No, you need updating, Cohn. We’ve had enough of your yellow stars, your ovens, your 

gas chambers, we’ve heard it all before, it’s become a cliché.” 

Does the timing of Schatz’s release from prison implicate Cohn in the sex 

murders? Cohn believes that the answer to that question is irrelevant.  Indeed, in the final 

scene of the film, he chastises the viewer for wanting to figure out the answer, for caring 

about the subplot of sensational sex murders, for believing that the film was a story with 

a natural arc and a pat conclusion.  “What’s that you say? Who really committed the 

murders? You mean mine, the six million? No no, the interesting ones, the sixteen sex 

murders. Was it really the police surgeon, or was he just a scapegoat? Mmmm…either 

way he got a life sentence.” And yet, the ambiguity of the sex murder narrative plays a 

significant role in furthering the other major narrative elements of the film. It shows the 

ease with which a community will turn to doubt, accusation, and scapegoating. It opens 

up the possibility that Cohn has the power to murder, and that he chooses to murder to 

exact a revenge. The option exists as well that the murders were designed to highlight 

Schatz’s newly strange behavior, making him look suspicious rather than perhaps merely 

quirky. The panic over the sex murders prompts a witch hunt in town, which culminates 

in Schatz’s institutionalization after he’s found in the synagogue. The main reason the 

police suspect Schatz is that they believe he has been hiding the fact that he is a Jew. This 

subplot thus shows the intense fear and distrust of Jews that persisted in Germany even 

after formal “denazification” had taken place. Had he not been arrested, Schatz would 
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have had no need to make his dramatic life change; indeed, he needed to feel his life and 

freedom on the line before he could appreciate Cohn’s reaction to his own scapegoating.  

The necessity of the kind of living memorial that Schatz represents becomes even 

more dramatically apparent in the final scene of the film. As Cohn speaks his final lines 

as a voiceover, the camera shows him walking down a street through a busy present-day 

Bavarian shopping district. He is dressed in his concentration camp uniform, and appears 

dirty, drawn, his head shaved. He walks stiffly, somberly, in short choppy steps with his 

hands dangling limply at his sides, as if on his last march before death. It becomes 

quickly apparent that this is documentary footage, and that these pedestrians are not hired 

extras. Some look towards him, mildly curious. Some quickly look away, as if they’ve 

seen something forbidden. A very few look startled and offended. But the majority of 

passersby look either indifferent or oblivious. Those who do look tend to stare for a few 

seconds, then walk on, seemingly unconcerned. They don’t see him. Or they consciously 

ignore him. Certainly, no one stops to talk with him, to ask him what he’s doing or why. 

Bavarian Germany remains a land largely without Jews. This scene demonstrates the 

film’s ethical and pedagogical agenda: a call not only to memorialize, but to actively 

invite back, to confront the lingering fear, disdain, and desire to push away the Jews 

themselves. Genghis Cohn argues that there is more to denazification than signing a 

paper, having a certificate, and promising not to kill any more Jews.  

Ultimately, this daring film, which offers a striking challenge to the trite 

Hollywood package, remains caught in the ephemeral world of television—limited 

release and limited circulation. It is currently available as part of two VHS releases, one 
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from the BBC and one from the Jewish Heritage Video Collection, a project of the Jewish 

Media Fund, a non-profit organization formed in 1982 that works to encourage education 

about Judaism through television and film.19 Genghis Cohn is more likely to be found in 

university libraries than local video stores. And that’s not necessarily strictly a bad 

thing—I think the film has incredible value pedagogically.  But I also think that given a 

chance at large-scale distribution, audiences in the United States would readily embrace 

the dark, rich humor of Genghis Cohn. The film has received limited theatrical releases in 

Jewish film festivals, most notably in 1996 in Toronto and in 2004 in Berlin. When 

Northern California’s South Bay Jewish Film Series chose Genghis Cohn for their 1997 

festival, they discovered that there were no prints available of the film. The chair of the 

film search committee, Gloria Turk, contacted the BBC and negotiated a deal: for $1000 

the festival could fund a reprint of the film from the archived negative.20 Slowly, 

audiences are discovering this film, but it remains a world away from achieving the 

publicity of Schindler’s List or Life is Beautiful.  

Genghis Cohn offers its overall argument in its final line: “But really, you’re 

asking the wrong questions. When it comes to mass murders you don’t ask who done it, 

you ask why. Why? But why worry, it couldn’t happen again, could it?”  In positing these 

questions, Genghis Cohn offers a rationalization for the continuation of films about the 

Holocaust.  While some scholars argue that films about the Holocaust should not attempt 

to engage with or try to preempt other or future genocides, Genghis Cohn situates itself as 

a film that speaks on a past horror in order to force its viewers to consider the potential 

for such atrocities to be committed again. Rather than relegating anti-Semitism to the 
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past, and to something strictly correlated with the Holocaust, Genghis Cohn challenges its 

viewers to acknowlege the ongoing problem of anti-Semitism. Much as Schatz argues 

that Cohn and his fellow victims have become “cliché,”  the film argues for the need to 

keep the memory of the atrocities alive, but also to do so in a way that keeps them 

uniquely horrifying.  This film offers one attempt to shake the foundation of Holocaust 

memory, to use irreverent humor and chutzpah to reexamine the tragic images of the 

Holocaust.  
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“Did you hear about Moishe?”: 

 The Joke and the Expression and Construction of Memory  

in Alexander Røsler’s Mendel 

This chapter analyzes Alexander Røsler’s 1997 Norwegian film Mendel, which 

follows the journey of the nine-year-old title character as he is relocated with his family 

to Norway in 1954 after their release from a concentration camp and brief resettlement in 

Germany at the end of the war. Røsler, the writer and director of the film, was born in 

Dachau in 1947, and arrived in Norway in the 1950s as part of a group of displaced Jews 

being resettled throughout Europe.  While the story is fictional, it is undoubtedly based 

on the circumstances of Røsler’s young life. While the rest of his family feels relief at 

their exodus from Germany, Mendel finds himself separated emotionally from them due 

to a lack of knowledge, experience, and memory of their concentration camp experience.  

Mendel’s mother Bela, father Aron, and older brother David have survived together and 

must keep their silence together—they have an experiential world that they cannot and do 

not want to share with Mendel.   
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Throughout the course of the film, Mendel works to create a memory of the 

Holocaust for himself using the small bits of information he gathers from his family.  

Secrets abound, and as a viewer we expect a payoff at the end where these secrets are 

revealed, where all the pieces will fall into place, and where Mendel can finally 

understand and be a part of this community. We are, however, thwarted, for this film is as 

much about learning to deal with the frustration of not knowing as it is about seeking 

ways to access that knowledge. While Mendel offers a very specific example, a child 

wanting and being denied specific knowledge of his family’s history, the Trotzigs’ 

experience can inform the scholarly dialogues that attempt to analyze first and second 

generation responses to the Holocaust. Ellen S. Fine offers the notion that Holocaust 

survivors and scholars are caught between “we’ll never know” and “we must not forget1--

two standpoints that are embodied in the Trotzigs’ complex familial relations.  

From the start of the film, we see the chasm separating Mendel and his family. 

The only answer Mendel receives to his repeated questioning of why they must leave 

Germany, of why no one else is sad to leave or feeling homesick, is that, “No Jew can 

stay in Germany after what they’ve done to us.”2 But that “what” remains a mystery for 

Mendel, as his family reminds him repeatedly that he is “too young” to know.  Mendel 

sees the family’s relocation to Norway as a punishment; he leaves behind a homeland and 

arrives in the desolate winter of Norway, where he is fed fish balls and cod liver oil, and 

befriended by Santa Claus and proselytizing Christians who have never seen Jews. 

Mendel sees Norway as the end of normalcy and the beginning of a world he neither fits 

into nor comprehends. The rest of his family sees, at most, potential; Røsler avoids any 
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notions of salvation or restoration, focusing instead on the sheer destruction that has left 

this family broken. They are relieved to be out of Germany, but there are only rare 

moments of joy or hope, as the weight of their memories continually forces them down.   

For Mendel, leaving Germany equals leaving home. To his family, who have 

already been forced out of Germany and into concentration camps, this second 

emigration carries no nostalgia. The notion of a homeland has been long abandoned by 

his parents; the history of the Jewish people is marked with repeated enforced migrations 

and displacements, and national boundaries rarely define home. As they leave on the 

train, Mendel takes mental pictures of the passing scenery, blinking his eyes and making 

the “click” of a camera lens. Unable to access his family’s memories and history, and 

unable to create a tangible, physical archive of his own experiences in Germany, Mendel 

takes mental pictures to create a personal history and identity out of the confusing 

silences that surround him.  

Mendel is a pretty average nine year old boy—charming, a bit stubborn, and 

inquisitive. Unlike Giosue in Life is Beautiful and Lena in Jakob the Liar, Mendel is not 

classically “cute,” and his youth is never used to manipulate the viewer’s emotions.  He 

tries to help his family, comforting his father and brother in their nightmares, then 

cringing as his attempts are rebuffed; he doesn’t share their past, so he cannot help their 

pain.  With each explanation of “you’re too young” or “you wouldn’t understand,” 

Mendel becomes more inquisitive, more insistent.  Much of the film revolves around 

Mendel trying to sneak glimpses at the few tangible memories of the Holocaust that the 

Trotzigs’ have retained—some family photos, a book of photographs from the 
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concentration camps, the tattoos on their forearms. Repeatedly, these are snatched away 

from him and his questions are left unanswered.  Mendel sees this mysterious past as a 

great puzzle he must solve, a puzzle that has an answer; if he can only find that answer, 

he will be welcomed into the family, he will be confided in, sung to at night.  Mendel’s 

parents, however, see the futility of his search; there is no answer, there is no space for 

comprehension in one who has not lived through these atrocities.  Mendel’s family use 

his young age as a way to justify their silences, but the parent/child relationship actually 

becomes a convenient way to avoid their deeper apprehensions—he cannot know because 

he was not there.  They cannot speak and he cannot understand, and yet he cannot stop 

searching.  Mendel’s search ultimately allows him to connect with his family’s past on an 

affective, if not cognitive, level, a model approach that can telescope to the current 

dilemmas of the later generations for whom the familial silence threatens to dissipate the 

memories of atrocity. 

Although not a comedy in genre, the film is punctuated by surprising moments of 

shared laughter; periodically throughout the film, Aron tells jokes to the family that offer 

an immediate, often graphic connection to the horrors of life under the Nazis, and to the 

family’s rich Jewish roots.  While the family shares memories of their times in the camp 

only when Mendel is out of the room, and hide photographs and even their tattoos from 

him, jokes are told openly.   

This chapter is organized around my close readings and analyses of the six jokes 

told in Mendel. The first four jokes are told by Aron, Mendel’s father, who is plagued 

with a nearly complete loss of faith and disconnection from his Jewish identity, and the 
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recurring effects of a nearly fatal bout of typhus.  Aron’s jokes function as his last 

attempt at defiance, as a way to reach out to the Jewish traditions he has shunned, and as 

the main way he shows affection or communicates anything positive with his family.  

The last two jokes are told by Mendel, and will offer insight into the process of memory-

creation for the second generation.  

 

The Survivor as Joke-Teller 

 With the start of almost every joke told in Mendel comes a shift; the hearers all 

drop other conversations and focus their attention on the joke-teller.  The joke-teller’s 

opening phrase, “Have you heard about…,” or “Here’s a story…,” is a clear signal that a 

joke is about to begin, especially considering the family’s normal reticence about almost 

all stories and memories from the past.  Freud, in his Jokes and Their Relations to the 

Unconscious, notes the communal nature of joke-telling: 

An urge to tell the joke to someone is inextricably bound up with the joke-

work….If one comes across something comic, one can enjoy it by oneself.  A 

joke, on the contrary, must be told to someone else.  The psychical process of 

constructing a joke seems not to be completed when the joke occurs to one: 

something remains over which seeks, by communicating the idea, to bring the 

unknown process of constructing the joke to a conclusion.3

Aron suffers silently in response to the horrors he has endured, however, he opens up to 

his family and friends when he has a joke to share.  These moments of joke-telling serve 

to forge connections and share otherwise silenced memories—with the German man who 
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has helped them after the war, with the other Jewish families relocated in Norway, and 

with the son from whom he feels perpetually distanced.  The joke-telling process evolves 

as the hearer then becomes a joke-teller himself; as Mendel learns to tell jokes, he too 

becomes part of the chain of transmission, and thus finally begins to find his entry into 

the familial and cultural memory. 

The influence of the Holocaust on Jewish jokes has been studied by Steve Lipman 

in his book Laughter in Hell. Lipman argues that jokes that emerged both during and 

after the Holocaust were notable because they abandoned the classic Jewish stereotypes 

that had been the protagonists of jokes and folktales for centuries.  Instead of crafting 

jokes around the “schnorrer [beggar], the shadchan [matchmaker], the shlmiel [klutz], 

and the shlmazl [fallguy],”  Holocaust-related Jewish jokes featured universal 

protagonists who “represented the fate of all: an Abraham or a Rudenstein or simply ‘a 

Jew.’”4 Most of the jokes in Mendel fit this description; they are either wholly generic, as 

the first joke that discusses “two Jews,” or they are centered on “Moishe,” a character 

who appears only in jokes, but who is talked about as if he is one of them, a friend. There 

is one joke that noticeably abandons the universality of the Holocaust joke, instead 

focusing on the characters of the classic Jewish joke. It is the final joke Aron tells, and it 

marks his return to faith and to the Jewish community, and his transmission to Mendel of 

the role of the joke teller.  

As discussed in my introduction, Holocaust scholar Terrence Des Pres argues that 

“the value of the comic approach is that by setting things at a distance it permits us a 

tougher, more active response.”5 While I don’t believe this definition is always true for 
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Holocaust works that use humor, as I address in other chapters, it does work in this 

context.  Telling jokes allows Aron to separate himself from the terror that haunts him 

and find a space to express the emotions and memories he cannot share.  While the main 

conversations that Aron has with his family avoid all specific mention of the 

concentration camp, his jokes speak volumes.  Earlier, I presented Theodor Reik’s 

analysis of the “peculiarity of Jewish wit: you laugh at it, but it is not merry....The edge 

of sadness is not taken off, but lingers on.”6 I further shared Irving Howe’s description of 

Jewish humor as “disturbing and upsetting, its phrases dipped in tragedy.”7 The joke 

teller does not strive to make light of the situation, but rather to deal with the traumas of 

the Holocaust while still reinforcing Jewish culture and community. While these jokes 

make us laugh, they function as attempts to deal with tragedy while reinforcing the 

Jewish culture that was nearly obliterated. The humor never leaves the horror behind. 

Aron smokes and scowls and yells at his family throughout much of the film.  Through 

his jokes he finds an outlet for that anger—anger against the Nazis, against his fellow 

Jews, and against God—and moves towards re-embracing his Jewish identity. 

 

The first joke: accessing horrors 

As the film begins, a subtitle informs us that the scene takes place in Bayern, 

Germany in 1954. Traditional Yiddish klezmer music plays. The upbeat, celebratory 

soundtrack serves as a metonym for the survivor humor that punctuates the film.  The 

music, the jokes each reach out to a happier past, magnify the Jewish community’s 

losses. But while the music reflects a nostalgia for centuries of Jewish family and 
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community life, the jokes are more definitively connected with the Holocaust by their 

subject matter. The music might invoke wistful sadness for a past that was lost; the jokes 

point to the source of that loss.   

The film opens with a shot of the roots of a tree, visible through eroded ground.  

The camera pans left to reveal a long road, with a car driving along it past a large 

crucifix.  Mendel begins speaking: “I didn’t have any bad memories of Germany. On the 

contrary. Like when Herr Fischer took us motoring to cheer us up. Herr Fischer was a 

good German—a mensch.”  The camera cuts to a view inside the tiny car, where the 

whole Trotzig family, Aron, Bela, David, and Mendel, are crammed together in the 

backseat. Herr Fischer, a stout German man, drives, and the front passenger seat is 

empty.  Aron offers up the joke, and resounding laughter follows.  

Herr Fischer. Have you heard about the two Jews who were to be shot? They 

are placed against a wall. A soldier blindfolds them. One tears his blindfold off. 

The other hisses, “Ssshh, don’t make any trouble, now.” 

 This joke is a variant on a commonly told and analyzed Jewish joke.  Theodor 

Reik discusses a version in which one Jewish man asks for a glass of water on the way 

into the gas chamber at Auschwitz, and is similarly scolded to not “make trouble.”  

Reik’s analysis of the joke centers on the fact that even in such tragic scenarios, Jewish 

jokes tend to ridicule “Jewish traits, particularly the tendency to avoid confrontations 

with the powers-that-be.”8 The power of the joke lies in the resituation of this traditional 

behavioral characteristic into the realm of the Holocaust, rendering the second man’s 

response absurd.   
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I further see this joke offering both a powerful moment of defiance, when the 

blindfold is torn off, and an ultimate resignation to the horrific truth of the situation.  This 

concurs with Reik’s analysis of the main quality of Jewish jokes; that they offer “no 

escape, no deliverance from a momentary emergency, but rather a moment of truth in a 

permanent emergency.”9 While Aron’s version of the joke offers a more blatantly defiant 

act than Reik’s, both jokes end with the understanding that the men are killed.  For Jews 

living in Germany after the war, and for the Trotzigs in particular, there could be no 

deliverance from the Holocaust; memories and nightmares persist and even get passed 

down to later generations, despite their protective intentions. 

Aron offers up in this joke a frank allusion to the horrors they endured in the 

concentration camps. Later in the film he wakes up in the middle of the night in a panic 

from a nightmare; he dreamed that it was roll call in the camps, that every tenth man was 

to be shot, and that his turn was next.   While the nature of the joke may make it seem as 

though it is distancing the teller and hearers from the horrors by offering them in a form 

that induces laughter, I believe instead that the mechanism of the joke allows Aron to 

share a moment of honesty about the events of the Holocaust.  Having a conversation 

with a German about these executions would be inappropriate and perhaps even 

dangerous, but telling a joke allows the truth to be shared in a moment of subtle defiance 

against the silencing power of the Holocaust.  

Røsler’s choice to begin the film with this joke merits further analysis. We know 

nothing about any of the characters yet; we have no sense of Aron, or of his relationship 

with Mendel.  While we don’t know much about the family’s relationship with Herr 
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Fischer, we do know that he has been granted the Yiddish rather than German term for a 

good person—“mensch.”10 This act draws him in as an accepted member of their 

community, as a person to trust. Regardless of how close a friend he is, however, it is 

1954, the war is far from over, and the Jewish family is still forced into the backseat of 

the car.  We know that the family is Jewish because of two clues: the fact that Mendel 

alludes to the fact that he ought to have bad memories of Germany, and this joke.  The 

joke does not bear the marks of a stereotyped joke targeted at an outsider; rather, it relies 

on a self-mocking humor couched in an all-too-real and all-too-frightening scenario. 

 There is an awkwardness to this opening scene—the family crushed into the small 

backseat, the German man with the thick, fatty neck that Mendel stares at from behind—

that sets the mood for many of the family’s adventures in the film. The energetic laughter 

that erupts from the entire family, nine-year-old Mendel included, after Aron tells the 

joke also feels odd, uncomfortable. This whole first scene establishes many questions for 

the spectator; we get brief, enigmatic glimpses—the roots, the crucifix, the tiny car, the 

joke—but we are not offered any answers.  

As a narrative device, the puzzlingly placed joke also embodies one of the main 

powers of humor in the Holocaust film: it thwarts the viewer’s expectations. The last 

thing one expects to see in a Holocaust film is a Jewish survivor telling a German man a 

Holocaust joke. The moment is simultaneously disarming and dramatic. The next 

moment brings us back to Mendel’s voiceover: “’No Jews can stay in Germany after all 

they’ve done to us,’ they said. But when I asked what they had done, I never got any 

reply. Everybody else seemed to understand. So I got a bad conscience since I couldn’t 
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fathom it” (sic).  The disjuncture between the denied reply in this statement and the 

forthright nature of the joke establishes a pattern for the rest of the film.  Indeed, in light 

of Mendel’s lack of knowledge, his laughter at a joke that refers offhandedly yet blatantly 

to Jews about to be killed seems odd. As the film progresses, these openly told jokes 

allow Mendel to develop a connection with his family’s past without completely 

understanding their experiences.  

 

The second joke: defying God 

 After the family’s entrance into Norway, they are taken, along with the other 

Jewish families who join them in relocation, to a Christian hospital where they will 

remain as they get settled in the country.  Sister Britt offers a Christian prayer of grace 

over their meal; as David smacks Mendel’s hands out of a prayer position, the spectator 

sees both the Trotzigs’ potential trials in this almost wholly Christian country. The viewer 

also gets a glimpse of Mendel’s own ensuing difficulties as he learns about Christianity 

and about why his family does not participate in its rituals and celebrations.  The family’s 

complex relationship with Judaism further reveals itself as Aron rolls his eyes at Herr 

Freund’s proclamation that the dinner is kosher.   

 In their shared bedroom that night, Aron, Bela, and David awaken to find Mendel 

in his coat and hat, suitcase in hand, sneaking out of the bedroom.  His cries of “I want to 

go home!” are met with “Do you mean Germany? After all they’ve done to us!...You’re 

too young to understand.”  While the whole family sees Norway as unfamiliar—in food, 

climate, culture, religion—Aron, Bela and David also see it as a safe refuge, as a space 
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they can grow to embrace as home.  Mendel, however, is denied any rationale for leaving 

Germany, and thus finds Norway to be solely unfamiliar, and without the potential to 

become a home.   

 As they convince Mendel to take off his coat and stay, Bela promises that once 

they have their own house she’ll cook them traditional Jewish foods that they enjoy.  She 

then offers up some chocolate, noting that “it’s kosher.”  Aron sneers “Are you also 

starting?!” He then catches the smile on Bela’s face, and relaxes.  He sits down on the 

bed with Mendel and shares this joke.  

Did you hear about Moishe? He’s outside a German butcher shop, he sees a 

prohibited pork steak. Finally, he can’t bear anymore. He goes in and asks the 

price. A tremendous thunder results. He looks up to heaven and says, “Well, 

just asking can’t hurt!”  

The power of this joke stems from two main points: the presumption that God 

exists and that he is Jewish, or at least expects his Jewish people to follow the laws of 

kashrut laid out in the Torah, and that the relationship between the Jews and God is one 

of playful complaint.  Joseph Dorinson supports this with his comment that “[h]umor 

even taught Jews, with wit sufficiently sharp and arms long enough, how to box with 

God.”11 This style of Jewish joke telling presumes not a vengeful, wrathful God, but 

rather an authoritative figure akin to a father or boss—someone you can tease and 

question and to whom you can make excuses.   

The joke also introduces us to Aron’s method of showing affection and 

communicating with his son.  He is unable to answer Mendel’s questions about why they 
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can never return to Germany, so he reaches out to Mendel through this joke. Aron’s joke-

telling style brings Mendel towards him in friendship; Aron sits down on the bed with 

Mendel and nudges him, asking, “Did you hear about Moishe?”  Throughout the film we 

see Aron annoyed by or angry at Mendel, but we only see a positive, affectionate 

connection between the two when Aron tells jokes.   

 For the spectator, this joke sharing gives us our first clear glimpse of the family 

enjoying themselves together. So far we’ve seen them crammed in a car looking 

uncomfortable, arriving in Norway, and having an uncomfortable meal together. Now 

they’re in a sterile, cold white room in four separate small beds, but we finally see them 

share a moment of laughter.  The camera pans out on the family laughing and sharing 

chocolate, and as we watch them through the glass door with the ironic “Jesus Verdens 

Lys” (Jesus, Light of the World) etched on it,  we see an image of a family at home. 

Theodor Reik notes that during the reign of the Third Reich, Jewish jokes often 

focused on the insular nature of the ghetto—by uprooting the laws and traditions that 

isolated the Jewish people, these jokes aimed at “blasting holes in the ghetto-walls from 

within.”12 The power of these jokes lies in their direct confrontation with the word of 

God, the laws prescribed in the Torah.  These jokes also challenge the Nazi presumption 

that all people with Jewish blood follow all of the strictures of Jewish law.  Aron’s choice 

to share this joke thus makes further sense; in Norway, as in Germany, they are defined 

by their Judaism. Later in the film, when Aron scolds Mendel for following the other kids 

as they torment a man, Mendel notes that “Father never understood the bit about being 

one of the gang. He had withdrawn from the Jewish community, but Hitler had renewed 
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his membership with them.” Throughout the film, both Mendel and Aron struggle with 

what it means to “be a Jew.” Aron’s rebellion against Judaism was thwarted by the Nazi 

world of ghettos, camps, and gas chambers; regardless of thought or action, if your blood 

was Jewish, you were marked as a Jew.  Aron’s discomfort with highly observant Jews 

reveals itself as he sneers at Herr Freund’s and Bela’s kosher remarks.  And yet, in this 

moment of discomfort, during which he realizes his son feels so wholly disconnected that 

he wants to return to Germany, Aron relies on the humor from his Jewish tradition to 

draw the family together.   

Aron reconnects with Judaism by challenging those who impose these strict laws.  

In the subsequent scene, when young Markus Freund asks why he can’t dance around the 

Christmas tree with the nuns, Santa Claus, and the other children, Mendel included, Herr 

Freund replies, “Because we’re Jews, Markus.” He then counters Aron’s angry response 

of, “Does that mean we aren’t?” with, “What sort of Jew are you who let your 

children…Shame on you, Herr Trotzig!”  Aron fights back by invoking the atrocities 

committed by Hitler’s second-in-command,  “I should be ashamed? What are you, then, 

Herr Freund, the new Goebbels perhaps? He said: ‘I decide who is a Jew!’ You should be 

ashamed!”  Aron finds his points of connection and holds fast to them, but he also 

maintains his freedom to delineate for himself the boundaries of his faith.  

 

The third joke: defying the Nazis 

The Norwegian authorities move the three Jewish families—the Trotzigs, the 

Freunds, and the Rosens—to one shared flat.  We have watched them slowly trying to 
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adjust to the cold, the infrequent electricity, and the language barriers. We’ve seen their 

struggles, individually and with each other, over their faith and the horrors of their past.   

In this scene, we finally see the adults enjoying an evening together.  The scene starts 

with more lively Yiddish klezmer music playing, and a shot of a record player spinning.  

They clap enthusiastically at the table, and Bela dances with Frau Freund.  We hear 

Mendel’s voice: “Sports we’re not known for, but discussing, on the other hand…” The 

music continues at its feverish pace as the camera cuts to the same table, where the men 

are talking heatedly, smoking, hitting their own heads with their hands, leaning towards 

each other.  The intensity of the debate is apparent, as is the fact that it is done for sport, 

for pure enjoyment.  The music comes to an end, and then Aron speaks: 

The Gestapo man shouts, “Does Reboine live here?”  

“No,” Moishe replies. 

“So what’s your name?”  

“My name? Moishe Reboine.”  

The Gestapo man hits him, shouting, “Why are you lying to me?”   

Moishe answers, “You call this living?”   

Variations on this joke are found throughout Freud’s collection of Jewish jokes, 

Lipman’s collection of Holocaust-era jokes, and Reik’s analysis of Jewish wit. Its 

transhistorical continuity attests both to its adaptability and to its potency in the history of 

the continually oppressed Jewish people. The power of this joke lies both in its crafty use 

of wordplay and its subsequent moment of sanctioned defiance.  
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Freud defines the two techniques at work in this joke as “displacement” and 

“double meaning.”13 The displacement occurs when Moishe consciously misinterprets the 

focus of the question; for the Gestapo man, the key word under contention is “Reboine,” 

while Moishe responds as if the question centered on “live.” The word “live” has a 

double meaning here—to reside and to exist.  Moishe substitutes “exist” for “reside” to 

answer the Gestapo man’s question; rather than answering yes, that Moishe Reboine does 

reside in this house, he states that no, Moishe Reboine does not enjoy an existence up to 

any humane standard.  

Does Reboine live here? Answering yes to the Gestapo will only have a negative 

result—interrogation, arrest, deportation to the camps, or death.  Answering no at least 

offers a targeted moment of defiance.  Theodor Reik notes that “[j]okes of this kind were 

actions in words, a form of verbal attack in disguise.”14 Moishe knows what the Gestapo 

man really means; his intonation indicates the meaning of the sentence, not to mention 

the fact that the Gestapo man is truly saying “hand over Reboine, we know he’s in there.”  

Moishe therefore shrewdly uses the opportunity to comment on the sad state of Jewish 

life in Germany under Nazi rule. Humor serves as Moishe’s last available weapon.  

 Aron tells the joke and the adults all laugh.  In the face of all that they have 

witnessed and survived, they too have no weapon other than their humor.  All they can do 

is laugh; they laugh at their memories of the horrendous conditions they survived in 

Germany and in the camps, they laugh at their anomalous current existence in frigid 

Norway, they laugh at their persistence, at the fact that they do continue to “live” here, 
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and they laugh at anyone having the gall, or in Yiddish terms, the chutzpah, to talk back 

to the Gestapo. 

 This moment of darkly defiant humor is countered by their bleak confrontation 

with reality of their past and present in the subsequent scene. As the laughter from the 

joke dies down, there is a knock on the door.  The priest and Sister Britt who had 

welcomed them to the country arrive with food and warm wishes, but then begin 

proselytizing.  As the Jewish families try to explain that they are Jewish and therefore 

don’t believe that Jesus Christ is the messiah, the priest states, “Imagine if you died 

without Jesus! Then you’ll go straight to hell.”  Herr Freund explodes with, “I have been 

to hell!” as he thrusts his tattooed arm in front of the priest’s face. Sister Britt responds to 

Aron’s typhus cough with “Christ who can wake the dead can heal you as well.”  Frau 

Rosen cries out, “Then make him wake up my dead children!”  As the missionaries are 

forcibly ejected from the house and their food gift tossed down the stairs, the whole 

household breaks down into anger and tears.  This scene marks the distinction between 

the threats offered by the Christian missionaries and the real circumstances they have 

already lived through; promises for the future versus a past that haunts.  The moment also 

underscores the pain of living in a Christian country; although they’ve been welcomed 

here, the attempts to eradicate their Jewish faith persist. There is a continuation of the 

theme of “you couldn’t understand;” the threat of hell is absurd to someone who has 

barely survived a concentration camp while her family died at her side.  
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The fourth joke: acceptance, renewal, and a return to the classics 

The moment where we begin to witness dramatic changes in Aron takes place on 

Yom Kippur, the holiest day of the Jewish year, the day of atonement and remembrance 

for the dead. Bela decides that she wants to light candles in remembrance of the dead and 

tells Aron that she’ll do it regardless of  what he says.  Aron’s reply offers a sharp insight 

into his rationale for shunning Jewish rituals:  “Have I forbidden you to? I’m only saying 

I need no lights or mumbo jumbo to remember. Every day, and every night I remember.”  

As Bela prays over the candles with Mendel and David at her side, Aron stands in the 

background clutching a book of concentration camp photographs, pacing, and smoking.  

Aron values the book because it provides tangible, visible, physical proof of the 

torturous, deadly conditions of the camp. When he first brought home the book he 

announced ecstatically, “It’s all in here the way it really was!” The book offers images 

that relate to the memories in his head without actually depicting any of his loved ones; 

the book, like the jokes, allows him to deal with his memories from a distance.   

Watching his wife and sons reciting prayers for the dead brings the horrors to the 

forefront of his mind. Aron begins to beat his head against the grandfather clock, reciting 

the name of a deceased relative with each strike. This action matches the Yom Kippur 

ritual of beating the chest with one’s fist for each sin committed the previous year. Aron’s 

act of replacing the recitation of sins with the names of his murdered relatives reveals his 

struggle with survivor’s guilt.  He cries and beats his head against the clock until Mendel 

runs over, crying out for him to stop.  In the final shot of this scene, the whole family 

stands together again, embracing. The camera pans down to a shot of all of their hands 
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together. Then, in the most hypersymbolic moment of the film, the camera cuts to a shot 

of the once-still pendulum of the grandfather clock, as it begins to move again. This 

moment acknowledges Aron’s choice to continue to live, to try to push through the 

smothering memories of his past, to move beyond the guilt that haunts him and to 

embrace the life before him.  

Aron reaches a deeper point of reconnection with his Jewish faith later in the film. 

After Mendel wakes up crying from a nightmare, Aron sings him to sleep. His words are 

German, but the tune is a Jewish prayer. “Everybody just disappears,” Mendel says.  

Aron replies, “Not everybody, we’re here.” Mendel tells Aron that he too now has 

nightmares, dreams that he’s falling. He doesn’t mention that in the dreams he’s actually 

falling onto a wagon carting dead bodies through the ghetto—and Aron doesn’t ask, for 

he presumes that his young son would have no memories from which to piece together 

nightmares about the Holocaust. Aron tells him that this is normal for a boy of his age, 

and that he should just tell himself that it’s “just a dream.” Mendel notes, “It doesn’t 

seem to help you, papa,” and slowly falls asleep to Aron’s singing. Aron looks down at 

his sleeping son, and with a slight smile begins to sing the Hebrew words of the prayer 

Ma Tovu, which translate to, “How goodly are your tents, O Jacob, your dwelling places, 

O Israel. O Lord, through Thine abundant kindness I come into Thy house and reverently 

I worship Thee in Thy holy sanctuary.” This prayer signals the start of the Sabbath 

evening service by acknowledging the house of worship and marking it as a sacred, holy 

space. Amidst the pain of recurrent nightmares and the sad truth that everybody else has 

disappeared, Aron makes a significant choice.  Throughout most of the film, whenever 
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faced with a difficult question from Mendel, or a moment in which Mendel expresses his 

own sadness or fears, Aron tells a joke.  In this scene, instead of a joke, Aron sings a 

prayer that articulates a faith in God and a reentrance into the Jewish community. The 

transition of the role of joke-teller from father to son hinges on Aron’s slow acceptance 

of himself as a Jew and as a Holocaust survivor. 

After a fire in their apartment, the Trotzigs move out to the countryside. Aron’s 

health deteriorates; although he survives throughout the film it becomes clear that the 

typhus he contracted in the concentration camps will continue to haunt him.  Mendel 

befriends Siggen, a local Norwegian boy, whose father teaches the boys to plow the field 

and fire rifles.  The scene in which Aron tells his joke begins when Mendel arrives home 

to find his father lying in bed, pale and coughing, with Bela sitting beside him.  Mendel 

holds up a bunch of potatoes, fresh from the ground with stalks and leaves attached.  He 

offers them to Aron to improve his health. “Imagine, a Jewish farmer,” Aron laughs. He 

then shares his joke: 

Here’s a story. Two Jewish farmers meet at the market.  

Moishe asks: “What did you give your sick horse?”   

“Turpentine,” the other replied.  

After a week they meet again. Moishe is furious.  

“I gave my horse turpentine too. And you know what? It died!”  

“So?” replied the other farmer. “Mine too!”   

This is Aron’s final joke.  It attests to his development throughout the film as it is 

the least connected to the Holocaust by content, and is the most traditional, drawing on 
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the classic shlmiel and shlmazl characteristics, the fool who gives his horse turpentine and 

the fallguy who follows his advice and kills his horse too.  The humor in this joke derives 

partially from the stereotype—elucidated by Aron’s comment right before the joke—that 

Jewish people know nothing about farming or raising livestock.  The joke also turns on 

misunderstanding—the other farmer answers Moishe’s question without acknowledging 

the underlying qualifier: “What useful remedy did you give your sick horse?”   

 In its return to this classic focus of Jewish humor, the joke drops most of the 

anger and defiance that characterize Aron’s earlier jokes.  A number of factors contribute 

to this evolution in his joke-telling.  In their move to the country, the Trotzigs finally 

separate from the other Jewish families with whom they had so far been traveling and 

living.  This distance offers Aron the space to be Jewish without being judged by his 

observance choices.  He can define for himself what role Judaism has in his life. In the 

shared flat, he was living with refugees, survivors, displaced persons, victims. His life 

was defined by the Holocaust, by his people’s near annihilation.  Now, in the country he 

is a man who lives with his family. While the effects and memories of the Holocaust 

persist, they lose their suffocating power over Aron. In these latter scenes of the film, 

Aron reconnects with his Jewish identity and subsequently passes on the tradition of 

telling jokes to Mendel, who must undergo his own examination of his Jewish identity.   

 

The Second Generation builds memory 

While we hear no more jokes from Aron, through the last third of the film we hear 

two jokes from Mendel.  Mendel spends much of the film gathering small pieces of 
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information about his family’s experience during the Holocaust.  Ellen S. Fine offers a 

powerful analysis of the burden of the second generation: “Afflicted by the unhealed 

wounds of memory, those born in the aftermath of genocide continue to bear its burden.  

They have inherited the anguish, yet at the same time feel excluded from a universe they 

can never know.”15 Mendel’s partial, incomplete understanding of the Holocaust still 

enables him to live subconsciously in its terrors.  He finds himself saddled with the 

burden of figuring his way out of his own Jewish identity dilemmas, without the 

commonality of experience that binds the rest of his family and his local Jewish 

community together. He takes the stories he’s heard and images he’s seen of his family’s 

experiences and converts them into nightmares in which he too takes part.  He magnifies 

and embellishes the brief snippets of memory; the Nazi soldier who forced the family out 

of their house merges with a firefighter to become a terrifying gas-masked figure looming 

in through the window in Mendel’s dream. The family’s evasions, though meant to 

protect Mendel, actually enable the Holocaust to enter his psyche and imagination.  

In her 1997 book Tangled Memories: The Vietnam War, the AIDS Epidemic, and 

the Politics of Remembering, Marita Sturken argues that survivors “stand at the juncture 

of cultural memory and history, their bodies offering evidence of the multiplicity of 

memory stories.”16 While photographs, such as the book Aron acquires, provide the most 

tangible, visible connection to the Holocaust, it is Mendel’s family themselves who, even 

in their imposed silence, ultimately provide the clearest insights into the past. Mendel 

gathers much information by huddling behind doors or pretending to be asleep or 

uninterested, and thus overhearing the discussions among the adults of the household, or 
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between his mother and David as she sings him to sleep at night.  He weaves together 

these fragments of shared memory with his father’s frank jokes, sickness and night 

terrors, his brother’s fear of falling asleep, and his mother’s allusions to the torturous 

conditions of the camp.  The survivors bear witness to the horrors they’ve endured 

through their inability to openly share their stories, yet throughout the film these stories 

emerge through the struggles to continue with daily life.  Mendel’s repeated questions 

from his naïve standpoint can’t draw out the testimony he desires, but removing himself 

from the scene enables him to access his family’s memories as they talk more freely 

without him. 

The viewer learns that Mendel actually knows quite a bit about his family’s 

experiences in the camps.  Aron’s coveted book, quickly hidden out of reach of the 

children, appears to Mendel as a tantalizing source of answers. When he first steals the 

book to read it, the camera catches his wide, startled eyes as he sees graphic images of 

emaciated prisoners in the camps, the dead and wounded, and a small boy holding his 

hands up fearfully along with many others. Watching Mendel see these images, the 

viewer believes that this is Mendel’s introduction to the atrocities of the Holocaust. A 

few scenes later, however, Mendel notes in a voiceover, “One can get used to most 

things. I for instance, I had grown up more or less with camps and gas chambers, and 

found it quite the natural order with war and everything.” The scene shows Mendel 

casually describing the process of gassing and cremation, while pointing out photos of 

naked, emaciated corpses and crematoria to his Norwegian friend Siggen. Mendel’s 
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comment jars with the viewer’s impressions of his lack of knowledge and observations of 

his constant quest for answers. 

Mendel has grown up with the Holocaust without actually living through it, and 

this affects significantly his perception of the horrors. As Mendel says, the gas chambers 

and crematoria are simply part of the “natural order” of his conception of the world; he 

does not realize that they are the focus of his family’s intense secrecy and pain. Bela and 

Aron refuse to explain their tattoos, refuse to clearly explain why they need to leave 

Germany, and especially refuse to show him a photograph that Bela keeps hidden by her 

bed. Their refusals create in Mendel a sense of loss, of exclusion. And yet, the gas 

chambers, the crematoria are familiar to him. What exactly is he excluded from? Not the 

knowledge of what happened in the war—although he claims to know nothing, we learn 

here that in fact he knows quite a good bit. The Trotzigs’ silence instead excludes Mendel 

from the chain of transmission of his family’s stories and histories, and from a sense of 

being a part of the family, a part of the Jewish people.   

When Mendel asks on Yom Kippur how all their family members disappeared, he 

hears the familiar reply from Aron, “When you’re bigger you’ll know.”  Mendel storms 

out and Bela tells Aron that she thinks Mendel is right, that he should be allowed access 

to the family’s past.  Aron replies, “He’s right? Then tell him everything. Should he have 

our nightmares? Without having experienced them?” But even without the specific 

information, halfway through the movie Mendel begins having nightmares.  Each dream 

sequence blends elements of the familial memory of the Holocaust with his own 

experiences in Norway. Marianne Hirsch defines this phenomenon as “postmemory”: 
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[P]ostmemory is distinguished from memory by generational distance and from 

history by deep personal connection.  Postmemory is a powerful and very 

particular form of memory precisely because its connection to its object or source 

is mediated not through recollection but through an imaginative investment and 

creation…Postmemory characterizes the experience of those who grow up 

dominated by narratives that preceded their birth, whose own belated stories are 

evacuated by the stories of the previous generation shaped by traumatic events 

that can be neither understood nor recreated.17 

Mendel’s dreams intermingle memories from his life with his increasing knowledge of 

moments from his family’s Holocaust experiences. In the first nightmare, Mendel is not 

present as a character, but rather observes the family being taken away to the camp, the 

neighbors who watched but didn’t help, the man stealing Aron’s shoes, another man 

electrocuting himself on a fence.  In his subsequent dreams, however, Mendel becomes a 

part of the narrative, clinging to his father as a man pushes them, yelling, “All Jews out!”  

Mendel develops this postmemory by enacting the stories he has heard, the images he has 

seen.  He pores over his father’s treasured book of Holocaust images, and then dreams 

that he is falling onto a cart full of corpses. As Mendel inserts himself into these 

memories, he resituates his family’s history, their memories of horror, to allow for his 

inclusion.   

 Mendel not only suffers from postmemory nightmares, he begins to create 

postmemories through action. The family’s apartment building catches fire and a 

firefighter breaks through a window, eliciting shrieks of terror from Bela and Frau 
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Freund. Smoke fills the room, sirens blare in the background, and the firefighters are 

grabbing the frightened families and shoving them towards the exit. One firefighter, his 

face hidden behind a gas mask, picks up Markus, covers his mouth with a cloth, and runs 

towards the exit. While the family’s generalized fear is evident, the source of Mendel’s 

fear soon becomes apparent as he turns to Bela and asks, “Is it the war, Mama? Are they 

going to take us?” As Aron pushes him towards the firefighter, Mendel cries, “I don’t 

want to die.” He faces the firefighter. The frenzied background music stops as Mendel 

looks down pitifully, then slowly raises his hands up in a sign of surrender, as he saw in 

the photos in Aron’s book. The camera pauses on this silent scene for a moment. The 

panicked rescue begins again as the firefighter grabs Mendel and carries him outside to 

safety. The scene’s power stems from Mendel’s supposition that he too will now be taken 

off to the camps, that the firefighters are there to deport rather than rescue. Modeling the 

actions of the child he saw in the book, Mendel’s reaction—raising his hands in defeat—

transforms the scene into one saturated with Holocaust imagery. His reality collides with 

the photographs and stories he’s accumulated, resulting in a literal enactment of his 

postmemory. Although he has lived his entire life after the Holocaust, he remains trapped 

within its memories.  

As he delves into the memories of the camp, however, Mendel also begins to tell 

jokes and ultimately takes over the role of joke-teller for the remainder of the film. There 

is one significant difference between the nightmares and the jokes—while both show an 

assimilation of information from his parents, and both reflect a connection newly forged 

with his Jewish roots, his past, and the Holocaust, the nightmares are unconscious. They 
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wash over him, terrorize him, invade his sleep and leave him frightened and angry. The 

further he delves into his family’s memories, the deeper he gets ensnared in his 

postmemory nightmares.  He wakes up screaming, he wets the bed, he begins to exhibit 

the same post-traumatic stress symptoms as the survivors in his family.  This postmemory 

threatens to silence Mendel with its simultaneous horror and incomprehensibility, and to 

trap him in the past, a past that is not even his own.  When he jokes, however, he is in 

control; as the joke teller, he takes charge and becomes the active transmitter of history 

and memory. The jokes become a tool that Mendel uses to express the questions and 

concerns he faces in Norway, where he is surrounded by Christians, is taught the tenets of 

Christianity in school, and is removed from all Jews besides his family once they move 

out to the country.  He thus follows his father’s footsteps and finds connections to his 

Jewish roots and a mechanism for communication through the joke.    

 

Mendel’s first joke: rebellion and conversion 

Mendel’s marginal relation to his family’s past strips him of at least part of his 

Jewish identity. In an attempt to shield him from their horrific memories, Mendel’s 

parents have also removed many connections with his Jewish roots. His experiences in 

school, however, highlight his Jewishness in this resoundingly Christian culture. When 

teaching the class about Jesus Christ, Mendel’s teacher looks up with her eyes full of 

wondrous joy and exclaims, “And imagine. We’re fortunate in having one of his people 

amongst us…God’s Own Chosen People.”  She later implicates Mendel and his fellow 

“Chosen People” as she tells the story of Jesus’ crucifixion.  Turning to the moment when 
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Jesus could have been spared execution, the teacher proclaims, “When the Jews were 

given the choice between Barabbas the criminal and God’s own son, they shouted 

Barabbas!”  She holds up a large drawing of Christ crucified, and as the camera slowly 

closes in on it we hear Mendel’s voice: 

To hear is a strange thing; most of it goes in one ear and out the other. While 

other things, like jokes, stick in there right away. 

Moishe came to heaven and cried and cried. God comes over to him and asks: 

“Why are you so sad?”  Moishe looks up at him and replies: “My son has 

become christened.” God looks at him and says: “Mine, too!”  

This joke has some relevant presumptions.  First is the presumption that this God is 

Jewish, and that again there is a congenial relationship between him and Moishe.  The 

second presumption is that any Jewish father would consider their child’s christening 

both a personal offense and one against God.  The humor in the joke lies in the fact that 

God’s reply affirms that Christ was indeed the son of God, that perhaps the Jews should 

have chosen “God’s own son.” It also, however, proposes the idea that God did not intend 

for his son to “become christened,” that perhaps all of Christianity stems from another 

son rebelling against the traditions of his father.  Indeed, much of the humor of the joke 

stems from the image of God, like Mendel, unexpectedly finding himself the lone Jew in 

a Christian reality. 

 Mendel tells this joke as a voiceover; his only audience is himself, and the viewer.  

Sitting in a classroom as the children around him learn about Jesus’ death and divine 

resurrection, Mendel’s joke comments on his own potential to be absorbed into the 
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Christian world in which he has been thrust.  Mendel finds himself repeatedly caught 

between his Judaism and the tempting aspects of the pervasive Christianity. He wants 

desperately to celebrate Christmas like the other children, and cries bitterly when Bela’s 

promised “Christmas surprise” is only a nice dinner rather than a gift.  He wants to be one 

of the gang with the other children, but Aron scolds him for misbehaving, noting that 

they have to be extra mindful of the rules since they are not yet citizens and could 

therefore be deported.  Forced to raise their family in Christian Norway, the Trotzigs face 

the potential that their son could lose sight of his Jewish roots.   

 The joke also functions as an anchor; as Mendel learns in school of both 

Christianity and the Jews’ supposed denial and destruction of God’s son, he maintains his 

connection to Judaism and to a Jewish God by mentally leaving the classroom and telling 

this joke.  The joke continues the pattern established by his father; it relies on the classic 

characteristics of the Jewish joke—the complaint style of dialogue, the social relationship 

between God and the Jewish people—and it also functions as a form of self-mockery.  

While simultaneously commenting on the possibility that Mendel will abandon his 

Jewish roots, the joke reinforces the fact that Judaism is the foundation of Mendel’s 

identity.  His choice of language, style of expression, and reliance on humor are all traits 

that he’s inherited and learned from his father and from the generations of Jewish 

traditions that inform their lives.  

 Mendel’s introductory comment also begs an analysis; he claims that he does not 

remember most of what he hears, excluding jokes.  This is not quite true; much of what 

he hears throughout the film does stick in his memory, but these thoughts, images, and 
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stories manifest themselves mostly in his dreams where they terrorize him. The jokes 

remain in the realm of his conscious memory; he learns to incorporate them into his life 

and to use them as a tool to express the complicated relationship he has with his identity 

as a Jewish boy, and as the son of Holocaust survivors.  

 

The final joke: defiance and faith 

Immediately after Mendel tells the previous joke, the scene blurs into another 

hazy, echoing dream sequence.  A hammer hits a nail, hands and feet lie bound and 

awaiting crucifixion.  Suddenly the Roman soldier from Mendel’s teacher’s illustration 

closes in on Mendel and his family.  In a rapid sequence of images, the soldier lunges at 

Mendel with a pointy stake, glass shatters and a firefighter comes towards Mendel.  He 

moves to a ledge outside the apartment, teeters on the edge, and then falls, screaming, 

onto a cart full of corpses.  The camera closes in on a young boy in the cart, his face 

painted white, the area around his eyes darkened, a child’s cartoonish image of death. 

Mendel wakes from the dream with a cry; he’s sweating, panting, and has wet his bed.  

Aron comes to comfort him, and we see the scene discussed earlier, in which Aron ends 

by singing a prayer over Mendel’s sleeping body.  As memory and postmemory 

intertwine, Mendel finds himself losing control, succumbing to the horrors lurking in his 

subconscious; he attempts to regain this control in his final act and through his final joke. 

Throughout the film, Mendel tries to find one specific photograph that Bela and 

David keep hidden from him.  We watch Mendel sneak into Bela’s room and dig through 

her dresser, her closet, her bags, all in search of the mysterious photograph.  It constantly 
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eludes his grasp, and Mendel is reprimanded countless times for trying to see it.  Mendel 

sees this photograph as the key to unlocking the family secrets; if he can find it, if he can 

share in the image, then he can understand what Bela, Aron, and David whisper and cry 

about.  The spectator believes along with Mendel that seeing this photograph will answer 

all the questions, will explain all that is incomprehensible, and will make everything 

about the family’s memories and experiences clear.  When he finally finds the 

photograph, however, it is just a man’s portrait; it offers no insight into the family, their 

history, their experiences, their memories.  To a viewer without memory, the photograph 

is meaningless.   

Mendel becomes adamantly angry with what he considers to be the Jews’ lack of 

action against the Nazis.  Siggen’s father fought with a resistance group in Norway 

against a Nazi invasion and Mendel wonders why the Jews didn’t also take up arms and 

attack.  The only answer he receives is that to have fought back would have meant 

immediate death, and did Mendel really want his brother, father and mother to be dead? 

In the scene that leads to Mendel’s final joke and act, Mendel taunts David, accusing him 

of being a sheep, of lazily following the road laid out by the Nazis, towards death or 

imprisonment. “Nobody is going to be allowed to do that to me!” Mendel had declared 

earlier, “I’ll fight and fight and fight!”  

Older brothers enjoy the unspoken permission to inflict pain on their younger 

siblings. As a result, David is the only person who can show Mendel quite viscerally why 

“fighting back” isn’t as easy as it sounds. David dangles his brother out the window by 

his ankles, demanding that he say he’s sorry. Mendel complies once he realizes his 
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brother is deadly serious. As David pulls Mendel inside, the viewer sees that Mendel has 

wet his pants, and David comments on the rift between his brave talk and his honest 

actions. By hanging him mere feet from potential death, David gives Mendel his own 

danger to experience, his own moment of terror. This experiential knowledge enables 

Mendel to comprehend and accept more readily the actions of the Jews in the face of 

death.  

As the film comes to a close, Mendel learns from David that the man in the secret 

photograph is David’s biological father, who died while fighting in an uprising.  The 

discovery that David’s father fought back empowers Mendel. He delights in the story of a 

Jewish prisoner who “did something.”  David takes this moment to remind Mendel that 

while his father’s act might have been brave, it also left David and Bela alone. Once 

again, David simultaneously complicates and clarifies Mendel’s impressions of the war 

and its effects.  

David speaks the last line of the scene: “You couldn’t know. Everything is so 

damn secret.” The boys tack the photo to the wall, bringing the secret out into the open.  

This scene between Mendel and David makes significant strides towards acknowledging 

and beginning to move beyond the secrecy that separates Mendel from the rest of the 

family. It marks the first concerted effort at working towards Mendel’s inclusion in the 

family and in their shared history.  

I believe that David is the only family member who can make this connection 

with Mendel because he straddles generational lines. He is a member of the first 

generation as it is defined in relation to the Holocaust—he lived in and survived the 
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concentration camps.  In the Trotzig family itself, however, he is a member of the second 

generation, the children.  Aligned with both his parents and his brother, David serves as a 

bridge between the two. He understands his parents’ secrecy, yet also understands his 

brother’s need to know, to be included. His honesty here is essential—it allows Mendel to 

embrace his family, his family’s history, and his own identity. With some answers and 

some experience, Mendel creates and enacts his own rite of passage.  

The final scene of the film thus begins as Mendel climbs a ladder propped against 

the side of the house while holding an umbrella with strings attached to it.  He climbs 

higher and higher and prepares to jump, taunted ever upwards by the children gathered 

below.  He greets his terrified mother at the second floor window.  Here Mendel offers 

the final words of the film; mirroring the opening of the film, this too is a joke:  

Mama, Did you hear about Moishe who went for a walk and fell into a ravine? 

At the last moment he caught hold of a branch and shouted “Help, help, dear 

God, help me!” A voice from heaven replied, “Moishe, this is God speaking. 

Trust me, let go and I’ll catch you.” Moishe looks up and shouts back “I don’t 

dare to.” God repeats, “Moishe, this is God, let go and no harm will come to 

you.” Moishe looks up and shouts, “Hello up there, is there anyone else I could 

speak to?” 

Much as Aron would have done, Mendel uses the joke both to try to calm Bela 

down, and to explain to her why he must make this leap.  The joke is a fitting end to the 

film; it marks the complicated relationship many Jews had with God in the wake of the 

atrocities of the Holocaust.  The joke evokes a scene from earlier in the film. When 
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Mendel questions Aron about the concentration camp tattoos on all of the adults’ arms, 

Aron looks to the sky and exclaims,  “Oh God, help me with this child!” Mendel tugs 

Aron’s arm and asks, “Papa, we don’t believe in God, do we?” When Aron shakes head 

no, Mendel replies, “Ah! So who are you talking to up there?”  Mendel has grown up in a 

family who survived the concentration camps only to find their faith in shreds. As we 

watch Aron learn to trust God again throughout the film, we also watch Mendel begin to 

explore what it means to be Jewish. Mendel learns about Christianity in school, and twice 

we see him praying at night to “God, Buddha, Allah, and Jesus.”  But in the end he 

returns to Judaism, and to a more open relationship with his family, through the jokes he 

learned from his father.  This scene marks not only Mendel’s burgeoning ability to tell 

jokes, but also his growing awareness of his family’s complicated relationship with their 

religion and faith, and his acceptance of the necessity of their repatriation in Norway.  

While most Jewish children learn to read the Torah in order to mark their passage into 

adulthood, for Mendel’s symbolic Bar Mitzvah, he learns to tell jokes.  

There is one influential character who I have not yet analyzed and who is never 

actually seen in the film—Moishe, the protagonist of nearly all of Aron and Mendel’s 

jokes.  More than just a stock character name, Moishe comes to represent all the family 

members who have died or disappeared, and the family’s long and continuous Jewish 

ancestral chain. Moishe experiences it all—he’s tempted by pork, targeted by the 

Gestapo, duped by a fellow farmer, distraught at his son’s christening, and ultimately 

forced to confront his faith head on. He is the bridge between father and son; when Aron 

cannot tell his own stories, he lets Moishe stand in instead. And as Mendel learns to joke, 
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he invokes Moishe as a paternal figure, a guide in the ways of being Jewish and trusting 

in a God he doesn’t quite know.   

As Mendel prepares to jump he looks down to see all of the significant characters 

from his new life in Norway staring up at him anxiously—his father, David, the Rosens 

and Freunds, Sister Britt. He looks at all of them, then blinks his eyes deliberately, as if 

taking a photograph, and commits the moment to memory. He jumps; the film moves in 

slow motion and festive Yiddish music plays as he drops towards the ground.  He lands 

with a thud, but then slowly opens his eyes.  The music plays loudly as Mendel celebrates 

until the scene cuts to black and the credits roll.  

This scene marks Mendel’s moment of defiance, his attempt at fighting back—

rather than allow his families’ traumatic memories to make him fall repeatedly night after 

night in his dreams, he’s taking the offensive and jumping. To be able to move beyond 

the postmemories that terrify him, he must terrify himself and overcome it. The 

Holocaust memories are not his and while they are a part of his familial memory, he does 

not have to fall prey to them.  He has built the umbrella contraption to be in command of 

his descent—Mendel embraces the idea of falling, but he will float, not crash to the 

ground.  His jump can also be seen as a leap of faith; he is Moishe in the ravine, faced 

with the command to let go and trust that he will be caught.  But much as Moishe was not 

prepared to leave his fate wholly in God’s hands, Mendel builds himself a parachute and 

takes control of his descent.  

Marita Sturken offers an analysis of American responses to traumatic crises.  

Sturken defines these nationwide attempts at commemoration, from the Vietnam War 
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Memorial to the AIDS Quilt as building a “cultural memory” which “is produced through 

objects, images, and representations.”18 She argues that these memorializations function 

as “technologies of memory, not vessels of memory in which memory passively resides 

so much as objects through which memories are shared, produced, and given meaning.”19 

The difficulty with building a cultural memory of the Holocaust resides in the pervasive 

silencing that has broken down both memories and the attempts to present and share 

them.  Mendel offers a rationale for designating the joke as a technology of memory, as it 

enables both the survivor and the members of the second generation to access, express, 

and act upon the memories and fears that haunt them.  

Mendel examines this challenge of forging an autonomous Jewish identity in the 

post-Holocaust world, an identity that does not make the histories of victimization and 

extermination its central foundation. Røsler’s own resettlement in Norway, rather than 

Israel or even the United States, contributes significantly to the approach he takes to 

Mendel’s process of acculturation and individual and communal self-identification. 

Røsler established an identity for himself as both Jewish and Norwegian, and remains to 

this day in the land that Mendel sees initially as both physically and emotionally cold and 

dark, but ultimately as a warm, sunny land full of friendly—or at least familiar—faces.  

There are three main issues at hand in the relations between the first and second 

generation survivors. First, there is the issue of the Holocaust being incomprehensible, 

both to those who survived it, who find themselves silenced and haunted, and to those 

who came afterwards, who are thwarted in their attempts to understand, and are silenced 

through the confrontational claim that “if you weren’t there, you cannot know.”  Second, 
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there is the issue of generations and youth, the charge of, “You’re too young, you 

wouldn’t understand.”  And third, there are the needs of the second generation, who must 

find a way to understand, and who must build a personal, familial, and cultural memory 

where none is offered. Mendel unearths few satisfying answers to the nagging questions 

about his family’s Holocaust experiences.  Finding himself through joke telling, however, 

leads him to feel at home not only in Norway but also within his family.   
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Springtime for Hitler 
1

The conversation always begins innocuously enough, just some getting-to-know-

you small talk.  

“And what do you do?” 

“Well, I teach writing, I perform comedy, and I’m getting my Ph.D. in English 

Literature.” 

 “Oh! So, what’s your dissertation about?” 

A quick swallow and pause before I reply: 

 “It’s about the uses of humor in Holocaust films that were made in the 1990s.”  

Silence. Eyebrows raise. Then comes one of two replies: 

“IS there any humor in Holocaust films?” 

or 

“Like Life is Beautiful? I loved that movie! It’s such a powerful story of 

hope/faith/a positive attitude/a father’s love/laughter/the beauty of life/the triumph of the 

human spirit.” 
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One of the most valuable aspects of this project to me has been the fact that it’s 

accessible to a non-academic audience.  I have repeatedly enjoyed the opportunity to turn 

a moment of small talk into a compelling conversation, which has made me quite aware 

that while my audience for this project is an academic one, my actual readership will 

likely include professional comedians, novelists, librarians, movie buffs, teachers, 

doctors, dentists, even soup peddlers.  Many of them have seen Life is Beautiful, most 

have seen Schindler's List, and almost none have seen either Genghis Cohn or Mendel.  

One of the main focuses of this project has been exploring the tensions that still 

exist in Holocaust studies, cultural studies and trauma studies—tension between 

Holocaust memory and Holocaust exploitation, between culturally-centered Holocaust 

representation and commemoration and more abstract and universalist depictions, 

between commercial viability and critical and scholarly acclaim. When is humor in a film 

a creative and powerful tool to evoke memory and to destroy clichés, and when is it 

offensive or belittling to a tragedy whose ramifications are far from past?  Is Benigni 

right to claim that the Holocaust is just another, if perhaps the most extreme, setting?  In 

light of all of the other atrocities and genocides being committed around the world—in 

Rwanda, in Sudan, in Bosnia—should works about the Holocaust be used to speak to the 

horrors of today and not just of sixty years ago?   

My dissertation defense helped me articulate the overall scope of this project, and 

the changes that I anticipate it will undergo as I continue to work with it and transform it 

into a book. In my analyses of the films in each chapter, I frequently use the terms 
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“effective” and “ineffective” to describe the way I see each film functioning in the larger 

canon of Holocaust memorialization. I grappled with these terms for a long time—they 

seemed to be reducing my analysis to a simple “thumbs up” or “thumbs down.” Each film 

found its place in this dissertation because it had something to offer to the project, to 

audiences, or to the larger workings of Holocaust cultural memory. I’ll round out my 

argument, then, by sharing the ways that each film contributes to some of the larger 

ongoing discussions regarding Holocaust representation and memorialization.  

The Kassovitz/Williams production of Jakob the Liar demonstrates many of the 

problems with Hollywood Holocaust representations. The film reduces the Holocaust to a 

mere setting and tidies up all of the loose ends and complicated narrative of Jurek 

Becker’s source novel. Further, it dampens the rich, dark comedy of the original, 

replacing it with effervescent, trite Robin Williams schtick. And yet, Jakob the Liar is 

valuable as an academic tool—the points at which it fails are incredibly instructive on the 

difficulties Hollywood has had creating Holocaust-centered films. Upon completing my 

first viewing of the film (after reading Becker’s novel and watching Beyer’s earlier film 

adaptation) my response was notable. When asked “Was it good?” I remember quite 

clearly replying “I have no idea if it was good, I just know that it did everything I needed 

it to for my dissertation.” The star-powered comedy, the narrative changes, the contrived 

happy ending, the cheesy meditations on humor, hope, and survival—they all affirmed 

my expectations. It took me a bit of reflection and a second viewing to decide that I 

thought it was a pretty awful film, but I was struck from the opening moments at how 

perfectly it fit into my proposed dissertation project.  A perfect, textbook failure. 
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Life is Beautiful hits many of the same pitfalls as Jakob the Liar, especially in its 

use of the Holocaust as a backdrop for a romantic comedy fable. Its effectiveness is, as I 

discussed at the close of Chapter Two, at a pedagogical level as well; I believe its 

commercial and often critical success makes it a useful film to use to explore many of the 

issues facing Holocaust representation and memorialization today.  I have had success 

teaching the film in my lower-division course on rhetoric and comedy because many of 

my students saw and loved the film back when they were in junior high or high school. I 

use the film in a unit exploring the ways that comedy can push boundaries, and I’ve 

found that it’s an effective tool for teaching students how to deepen their critical 

analyses. 

I am not shy about privileging Genghis Cohn and Mendel in this project; I believe 

they employ the most effective uses of humor not for survival but for the revitalization of 

memory, for the creation of an individual, familial, and cultural memory of the Holocaust 

that allows for culture and community to thrive even after such devastation. I should 

more accurately say that I am “no longer shy” about privileging these texts—I hesitated 

for a long time while writing, worried that claiming that one film was “better” than 

another was either overly subjective or just insubstantial. As I’ve developed my analyses, 

I’ve come to see the place of nuanced, specific, detailed evaluation in my scholarship.  

Genghis Cohn and Mendel are certainly the most compelling of the films I analyze—they 

take risks, they challenge their viewers, and they use rich, dark humor.  

Few of my readers have seen Genghis Cohn, fewer have seen Mendel. This is the 

challenge still faced by creators of many European films: they don’t have the financial 
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backing and the distribution to be seen by large audiences like Life is Beautiful or Jakob 

the Liar. Working on this project has made me intimately aware of the power of the 

Hollywood distribution and promotion machine. Independent, lower budget and 

international films have had to struggle for screen time and critical attention, though this 

does appear to be shifting in recent years.  Life is Beautiful was shown in hundreds of 

movie theaters in the United States, and was even re-released after the Academy Awards 

with the language dubbed into English. While working on my Life is Beautiful chapter, I 

began a search for a VHS or DVD copy of Jonah Who Went Into The Whale, a film 

adaptation made in 1993 in Italy of Jona Oberski’s Childhood. Two years later, I still 

have not found a copy of the film, nor have I found anyone who has seen it.  

A viewer is most likely to find a showing of Genghis Cohn or Mendel at one of 

the many annual Jewish film festivals, although these by definition cater to a specific 

audience, one that likely already has a knowledge of the Holocaust beyond that taught by 

Steven Spielberg. The other potential outlet for these films is an independent movie 

theater like Austin’s Alamo Drafthouse, which is willing to look beyond the Hollywood 

blockbusters for its programming.  I hope to work in the future on analyzing further the 

ways that independent cinemas thwart the monopoly of multiplexes by actively working 

to revive the cinema as a place to foster community and creativity, and to share some 

lesser known films with popular audiences.   

 

As I reach the end of this project, I see a number of avenues for further study.  

Years ago, I spoke with my friend Les about why he hated Life is Beautiful. He and I 
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perform together in improvisational comedy shows that emphasize teamwork, 

playfulness, and communication. I discussed the film after a rehearsal, convinced that 

Roberto Benigni’s clowning would appeal to my fellow comics. But Les surprised me 

with his passionate revulsion for the film. He had one young daughter and his wife was 

pregnant with their second, and his response was “I can’t stand any film that puts children 

into dangerous situations just to manipulate my emotions.” I tried to argue, to share my 

thoughts from an academic standpoint. He would have none of it. “Someday, you’ll have 

kids, and you’ll understand.” At the time, I thought he was being overly sensitive, overly 

critical.  

But. Pregnancy, labor, birth. I emerged on the other side, ferocious. Motherhood 

is startling. While pregnant, I got all misty at Johnson & Johnson’s pathos-laden 

advertising campaign “Having a Baby Changes Everything.” I anticipated the ways that 

would be true—less free time, sleepless nights, more brightly colored plastic objects 

creating an obstacle course in our living room. What I didn’t expect was how much 

Arden was going to affect my academic work. Much as Les warned me, becoming a 

mother has changed my ability to watch films in which children are in danger.   

I find this change most affected my recent viewing of Life is Beautiful. Already 

worlds away from my initial reaction to the film back on Christmas night of 1998, I now 

find myself angry at Guido as he and Giosue address Dora via the camp’s loudspeaker, 

horrified that he’d advertise his son’s presence after all the other children had been 

rounded up and killed. I get angry, too, at Benigni for using Giosue’s hatred of showers 

as a running joke, a theme and variation with a nearly-tragic finale. In the same way that 
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I’ve argued that Jakob the Liar and Life is Beautiful use the Holocaust as a backdrop, a 

device to elicit emotion and allude to trauma, I see potential in exploring further the ways 

these same films use the child (Lina and Giosue) as a pathos-inducing narrative device, 

and contrasting this with the ways works like Mendel or Childhood focus on the 

experiences of a child without resorting to emotional manipulation. Further study might 

also explore the links between humor and children as affective mechanisms to share 

memory and open up lines of communication, and the complicated question of children 

and knowledge—how to educate effectively without either harming or overprotecting.  

I’m further interested in analyzing the role gender plays in Holocaust works that 

use humor.  All of the clowns, comic figures, or people who tell jokes in the films I 

analyze here are male. Guido, Jakob, Cohn and Schatz, Mendel and Aron. Almost all of 

the writers and filmmakers who’ve tackled humor are male as well—Leslie Epstein, 

Aharon Appelfeld, Tadeusz Borowski, Jurek Becker, Romain Gary, Mel Brooks, and 

Ernst Lubitsch, to name a few.  Indeed, the only place where female comics have roles in 

Holocaust works are the second-generation performance pieces of the 1990s discussed in 

my introduction.   

I see a few potential explanations for the lack of women (or prevalence of men, 

perhaps) in these works.  The most obvious explanation is that few women have wanted 

to write or perform humor in Holocaust works.  I can also imagine the assumption that 

audiences would want to see a woman clowning around the camps even less than they’d 

want to see a man.  Or perhaps it is less about the Holocaust than about humor. The 

powerful comic women actors are few and far between in the past twenty years, 
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especially on the Hollywood screen.  Sarah Silverman is one to watch; her recent film 

Jesus is Magic touches on the Holocaust amidst an endless spray of jokes about AIDS, 

rape, 9/11, race, ethnicity, and religion all designed to push boundaries and bust taboos.  

Reviewers and fans liken her to Lenny Bruce and Sandra Bernhardt, and I see her work 

treading a fine line between pummeling the viewer to the point of desensitization and 

opening up conversations about subjects that keep getting thrust back into the realm of 

taboo. 

I am also eager to work with Jonathan Safran Foer’s novel Everything is 

Illuminated, a fascinating and often hilarious novel that I believe models the effects of 

trauma on testimony and memory. The novel’s young, cocky protagonist—named 

Jonathan Safran Foer—travels to the Ukraine to find the woman who saved his 

grandfather from the Nazis. Jonathan sees himself as a novelist of great importance, 

tackling the Big Subject of the Holocaust and the resultant destruction of Jewish 

communities in Europe. The novel is postmodern in style and narrative, a self-conscious 

and parodic mixture of letters from Jonathan’s Ukrainian translator Alex, Alex’s attempts 

to write the narrative of their travels in the Ukraine, and Jonathan’s historical-fable novel 

about his ancestry.  

Although the novel seems to offer a simple plotline—a man in search of the 

missing link in his family’s history—the story does not resolve cleanly and the apparent 

plot is not the point after all.  There is something deeper to the story, and Jonathan’s 

quest leads not to his own answers but to the revelation of a hidden trauma. This central 

horror is blinding, it can’t be looked at directly; to do so is to reduce its power, to render 
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it familiar, comprehensible. Foer instead circles towards it slowly, moving his narrative 

in ever-tightening spirals as he works his way towards the central scene, a scene in which 

one man, succumbing to a moment of fear or cowardice, betrays his best friend to the 

Nazis.  

What’s fascinating about this scene is how short it is, how few pages it takes up in 

the narrative. It is not the story that the novel leads the reader to expect, the story of 

Jonathan’s grandfather’s rescue from the Nazis by a Ukrainian woman named Augustine. 

The story belongs instead to Alex’s grandfather, a character who appears through much 

of the book to provide short moments of comic relief.  He is a peripheral character, and 

yet ultimately the point of the whole book was to allow him to find the space, the voice to 

share his story.  

Silverman’s work and Safran Foer’s novel would fit nicely in a chapter on 

contemporary American responses to the Holocaust, a likely addition to the next 

incarnation of this project. Larry David, writer for Seinfeld and Curb Your Enthusiasm, 

has a penchant for using the Holocaust to comic effect in his sitcoms. In one now-

legendary episode of Seinfeld that aired in 1994, Jerry Seinfeld and his girlfriend get 

caught making out during Schindler's List much to the horror of their Jewish parents,

while Elaine’s sock-obsessed boss gives a speech wearing an unintentional shoe polish 

Hitler moustache.  In the series premiere of Curb Your Enthusiasm in 2000, Larry David 

offends his manager’s elderly Jewish parents by calling his wife “Hitler” on the phone, 

and ends up repeatedly apologizing and offending them over the course of the episode.  

The meaning of the term “survivor” gets debated around the dinner table in the 2004 
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episode titled “The Survivor.”  Solly, a Holocaust survivor, and Colby, star of the reality 

television show Survivor trade stories of hardship and endurance: 

COLBY: We had very little rations, no snacks.  

SOLLY: Snacks, what are you talking snacks? We didn't eat, sometimes 

for a week, for a month....  

COLBY: Have you even seen the show?  

SOLLY: Did you ever see our show? It was called the Holocaust! 

The scene ends with both men yelling at the other “I’m a survivor!” as the rest of the 

dinner party squirm awkwardly in their seats. I see myself working more with these 

shows, along with projects like Mel Brooks’ Broadway production and film remake of 

The Producers, and the woman-authored performance pieces by Lisa Kron, Deb Filler 

and Lisa Lipkin.  I look forward to exploring the ways that these works use humor to 

reckon with the past and create a contemporary cultural memory through their own cry of 

chutzpah: “Kush mir in tokhes!” 

1 The New Yorker. May 7, 2001. 
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