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Burgan, Michael. Ellis Island: An Interactive History Adventure. North Mankato, MI: You Choose Books, 
2014. 112 pp. $31.32. (9781476502533). Gr. 3–5.

A number of years ago, a cute gimmick hit the children’s literary scene. A series of 
books was published with a basic scenario established in the first chapter and then the 
reader was presented with a series of choices; depending on the option picked, the reader 
turned to a designated page and the story continued based on the reader’s choice. The 
decision-making occurred repeatedly throughout the book, making the experience a 
combination of a traditional “read” and an interactive game or puzzle with the characters 
as the playing pieces. The reader was able to read the book numerous times and make 
different choices each time, varying the outcome at the end of the story. 

Capstone’s new series has adapted this idea with a marvelous twist. They have chosen 
historical settings for their Interactive History adventures so that the experience presents the reader with 
solid facts and with an immersion in a historical time and place in addition to the story and the “game”. This 
one is set on Ellis Island and features three young immigrants arriving in the United States in the early 1900s 
in search of a better life. They are a Russian Jewish girl, an Italian teenage boy, and a German immigrant 
leaving Europe after World War I. Each of these characters faces choices throughout his or her journey. Each 
successfully immigrates to the United States if the reader chooses the right scenario for him or her. Each fails 
in the mission to become an American if other options are chosen along the way. The forks in each road are 
significant and each, in itself, presents a learning experience with its inevitable consequence and outcome. 

The stories are accompanied by actual photographs of immigrants at Ellis Island and of other historical 
events which relate to the lives and times of the characters. Although the characters are fictional composites, 
the first chapter presents a factual introduction to immigration issues of the time and to Ellis Island 
itself; the back matter is filled with information and educational resources. There is a chapter on the Ellis 
Island museum, a timeline, topics for thought and discussion, suggested reading and internet browsing to 
learn more about the subject, a glossary, a bibliography and an index. 

Highly recommended as a fun and unusual way to learn about an important piece of history, this book 
may well motivate young readers to explore their own families’ histories as well. 

Michal Hoschander Malen, North Shore Hebrew Academy Library, Great Neck, NY
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Goldman, David J. Jewish Sports Stars: Athletic Heroes Past and Present. Minneapolis: Kar-Ben, 2013. 96 
pp. $9.95. (9781467712064). Pbk. Grades 6–12.

Famous Jewish athletes return to print: dashing, hitting, jumping, swimming, and 
twirling their way into history and our hearts. Author Goldman modernizes this second 
revision of his popular, original 2004 paperback with new athletes in five of his nine 
categories, reduced from ten; professional wrestling is gone. The additional names are 
very up-to-date, many with 2012 or 2013 achievements; some are lead stories, others 
follow, still others are in each chapter’s ending section of “more Jewish stars”. To 
publisher Kar-Ben’s credit, they are open about the fact that star athletes are not always 
star role models. New entry, Ryan Braun, got into trouble just as the book was going 
to press. Kar-Ben included his baseball biography, but stopped his text facts in 2011, 

removed him from the cover image and back blurb, and added an end note explaining his suspension for 
the remainder of the 2013 Major League season for performance- enhancing drug use. 

Each focused biography now contains its statistics; the author removed the chapter containing myriad 
charts for space. New stories and photographs appear without having this latest revised edition a page 
longer than the other two. Back story meshes with athletic achievement in a wide range of sports and eras. 
Strong, clear vocabulary and honest reports put across the message to sports buffs as well as general readers 
interested in great moments. Punchy vignettes will appeal to middle and high school readers. Highly 
recommended for all Jewish Libraries.

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

Watts, Irene N. Touched by Fire. Toronto: Tundra, 2013. 197 pp. $17.95. (9781770495241). Gr. 5–8.
The Triangle Shirtwaist Company fire, which occurred on the Lower East Side of 

New York City on March 25, 1911, is a tragic story that has often been told. But here is a 
unique telling. Touched by Fire opens with nine-year-old Miriam, the protagonist, living 
in Kiev in 1905. She tells the story from the first-person point of view and in the present 
tense. She describes the pogrom in her shtetl four years earlier. Since then, Miriam has had 
a recurring nightmare of “fires and breaking glass”. The family—Miriam, her younger 
brother Yuri, her parents, and her grandparents—moves to Berlin in 1906. They hope 
to earn enough money for passage to America. In 1908, Papa goes there by himself and 
Miriam follows two years later. With precision and genuine emotion, Watts describes the 
hardships Miriam endures on the voyage in steerage as well as the friendship she makes 

with Rosie, an Italian girl.
The structure of this novel is like a sandwich: The first part takes place in Kiev (1905), Berlin (1906 to 

1910), and on the ship going to America. The second part then moves to New York City (1910 to 1911), where 
Miriam tells about her work at the Triangle Company, her reunion with Malka, her friend from Kiev, and 
the horrifying day when 146 people perished in the fire. Watts concludes with a poignant epilogue about 
Miriam’s family left behind in Germany and the subsequent rise of Nazism in the 1930s. In the Afterward, 
she describes the results of the Triangle fire, as well as what happened to the Jews of Berlin. The fire leitmotiv 
is frightening: fire in the shtetl in Russia, in the factory in New York City, and in Germany when books were 
burned.

Touched by Fire has an immediacy that is sometimes heartbreaking, especially the scenes on the ship to 
America and during the fire. Several characters—Miriam, Rosie, and Yuri—are drawn with a deft touch. 
Watts has done careful research and this novel is a smooth, gripping read. The book design is clean and 
attractive, with suitable margins, leading, and appropriate headings. For a novel about the Triangle fire 
for older readers, see Margaret Peterson Haddix’s Uprising (Simon & Schuster, 2007). For an excellent non-
fiction book, see Albert Marrin’s Flesh & Blood So Cheap: The Triangle Fire & Its Legacy (Knopf, 2011).

Anne Dublin, author of Stealing Time (Dundurn, Spring 2014), Toronto, Canada

In The Spotlight
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Reviews of Titles for Children and Teens

BIBLE STORIES

Bat Melech, A. In the Footsteps of Bnei Yisrael in Mitzrayim. Illus. by R. David. Transl. by R. David. Fantastic 
Journeys series. New York: Feldheim, 2013. 92 pp. $24.99. (9781598260281). Ages 8 and up.

In the Footsteps of B’nei Yisrael in Mitzrayim is a translation from the Hebrew volume published by Tlalim 
Publications (http://tlalimb.co.il/book/book/8). This graphic novel depicts the Israelites’ sojourn in Egypt. 
Based on the Torah and Midrashic sources, the author and the illustrator retell the story of the redemption from 
Egypt through the eyes of two contemporary, observant young brothers, Shaya and Shimmy. An unexpected 
guest from the past, Reuvain from Shevet Levi, visits the family’s seder at Zeidy’s house. Shaya and Shimmy join 
Reuvain on a trip back in time to Goshen in the year 2232 BCE. They witness the hardships and enslavement of 
the Jews in Egypt. They follow the birth of Moshe, and see why and how he redeemed the Israelites from Egypt 
with Hashem’s help. Shaya and Shimmy watch the ten plagues, one after the other. With the conclusion of the 
“Splitting of the Sea”, they bid Reuvain good-bye and return to the seder at Zaidy’s house.

In the Footsteps of B’nei Yisrael in Mitzrayim is a fun book to read and look at. The illustrations are entertaining, 
expressive, and colorful. The speech bubbles, which express various characters’ voices and thoughts, are clear 
and informative. Extra attention should have been given to the translation: Several times, the translator uses “the 
B’nei Yisrael” instead of just “B’nei Yisrael”; “Zeidy” is spelled also as “Zaidy”; the name “Reuven” is spelled as 
“Reuvain”, a spelling which introduces the word “vain” unnecessarily.

For readers who are traditional and familiar with religious observances, the connection with the characters 
will be obvious. However, for readers who are secular and live in non-Jewish communities, the “religious” 
demeanor simply becomes another element of interest by virtue of its uniqueness. Children and grownups alike 
will enjoy browsing the pictures. This book makes the experience of the Exodus closer and more real.

Nira Wolfe, Highland Park, IL

BOARD BOOKS

Rouss, Sylvia. Sammy Spider’s First Book of Jewish Holidays. Illus. by Katherine Janus Kahn. Minneapolis: 
Lerner Publishing Group, 2013. 12 pp. $5.95. (9781467719162). Board. Pre-Kindergarten.

Young fans of Sammy Spider will be delighted with his grand return in Sammy Spider’s First Book of Jewish 
Holidays. The short story summarizes each major holiday with a line or two of text that pairs nicely with a 
corresponding colorful illustration. The images are bold, bright, and accurately portray the special occasions as 
Sammy sees them. Children will enjoy spotting Sammy in the corner as they read, “We dance with the Torah on 
Simchat Torah!” and “On Hanukkah we light the candles.” This board book would be a wonderful introduction 
of the holidays to your youngest library patrons; it would also be a beneficial review for their parents and older 
siblings. Recommended.

Abby Cooper, Bernard Zell Anshe Emet Day School, Chicago, IL

FICTION – MIDDLE GRADE

Baron, Jeff. I Represent Sean Rosen. New York: Greenwillow, 2013. 345 pp. $16.99. 
(9781596432932). Gr. 5–8. 

Sean Rosen is a creative thinker with big plans and he can’t wait to take Hollywood by storm. After a failed 
attempt to reach out to a “big entertainment company” with his idea, Sean discovers that he needs an agent. 
When he fails to secure one, he creates his own agent. His alter ego, “Dan Welsh”, becomes almost real to Sean 
and, in a series of humorous emails and phone calls, almost snowballs out of control. In the end, Sean nearly 
makes a movie deal but good sense and personal integrity stop him short. 

I Represent Sean Rosen is a charming fantasy with laugh-out-loud moments. Sean is a likeable character who 
will appeal to young readers, especially those interested in movie making. There are some fun elements in the 

EditEd by AnnE dublin & RAchEl KAmin

http://tlalimb.co.il/book/book/8
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novel, including Sean’s quirky friends, a vindictive French teacher, and an annoying but loveable grandmother. 
A unique “bonus”—Sean has a podcast where he conducts some pretty interesting interviews that readers can 
find in real life—at www.SeanRosen.com. There is limited Jewish content. Sean’s dad is Jewish but estranged 
from his own father, who turns out to be a white collar criminal. The family does celebrate Hanukkah. Sean and 
his family attend his cousin’s dual-themed Las Vegas/Detroit Red Wings Bar Mitzvah. 

A well-written, funny, perfectly middle-grade novel, I Represent Sean Rosen is a satisfying read that both boys 
and girls will enjoy. The premise is clever and the use of emails and phone calls adds dynamics to the story. 
While it is a stretch to believe that Sean would do all this wacky scheming without his parents’ knowledge, 
young readers will enjoy the ride. Optional for Judaic libraries; recommended for secular collections. 

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

Finkelstein, Chaim. The Burksfield Bike Club Operation Snowman. Burksfield Bike Club series. Brooklyn, 
NY: Judaica Press, 2012. 208 pp. (9781607630852). Gr. 3–5.

This book is the fourth in a series about the Burksfield Bike Club, a group of boys who go around their town 
performing mitzvos. The setting in this volume is winter in Burksfield and a harsh storm that gives the boys 
opportunities to shovel snow for elderly townsfolk who need to come and go; the women to their hairdresser 
appointments and the men to the shul (synagogue) to daven (pray). They also go to the pharmacy and pick up 
medicines for a sick child whose parent cannot get out of the house. Each chapter is a different incident that 
never misses a chance to mention many customs and laws of Jewish life that are integral to the lives of these 
boys. The language mixes English with lashon kodesh (holy tongue). 

At one point in the snow shoveling story, a neighbor with a snow blower manages to clean his driveway in 
a fraction of the time it takes the boys to do their shoveling. But no matter, the neighbor does not offer to lend 
the boys the blower and in fact, gets angry when some younger boys shovel near his driveway with their small 
sandbox shovels and scatter some snow on his newly-cleaned driveway. Here is a missed opportunity to act in 
a way that might show true hesed but instead the man does not think of it.

These episodes might serve as triggers for discussion of mitzvos (good deeds). Because of the language and 
the lack of dramatic tension as well as a very insular focus, this book would not be appropriate for settings other 
than haredi schools. The setting is completely familiar to the audience for which it is designed and provides 
reading material in English for the children in those schools.

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

Freedman, Paula J. My Basmati Bat Mitzvah. New York: Amulet, 2013. 256 pp.  $16.95. (9781419708060). 
Reviewed from ARC. Gr. 5–8.

Tara Feinstein, an Indian/Jewish American, is facing her Jewish rite of passage with some ambivalence 
as she negotiates multiple “crises”. Some of the elements of this dramatic pre-Bat Mitzvah time are captured 
well: the shopping, the boy who was a friend but now may be a boyfriend (but there is so much pre-adolescent 
awkwardness about it that it takes a while), and the struggle to be your own person and make your own 
decisions without parental input or approval. Part of the drama is that Tara decides to incorporate her Indian 
heritage into her bat mitzvah by wearing a sari and serving ethnic food. But when a friend comes over, the sari 
is accidentally burned. At the same time, Tara sees her best friend Rebecca spending more time with the snotty 
and perfect Sheila Rosenberg. Tara is more comfortable sharing her problems with her Jewish grandmother than 
her reserved Indian mother. Everything works out in the end, as the sari is transformed into a beautiful party 
dress and Tara and Ben-O share a kiss.

Although the bits of Indian culture are accurate and add a new twist, the novel is populated with stock 
characters: the father who loves to cook, the kvelling and sarcastic Jewish grandmother, the perfect girl with a 
hair-pulling disorder, the boy who is a friend but could be more, and the jerky boy one wants to hate but who 
has some redeeming qualities. While many books about interfaith or inter-culture families praise the diverse 
customs, it is notable that one character chided Tara for having a shrine and a statue of Ganesha (the elephant 
deity) as idolatry. Despite these drawbacks, My Basmati Bat Mitzvah is basically a sweet story that is respectful of 
both cultures, and a book that will be popular with female readers. It is a solid choice for all libraries.

Kathe Pinchuck, Past Chair, Sydney Taylor Book Award Committee, Ramat Bet Shemesh, Israel 

http://www.SeanRosen.com
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Goelman, Ari. The Path of Names. New York: Scholastic, 2013. 339 pp. $16.99. (9780545474306). Reviewed 
from ARC. Gr. 5–8.

The Path of Names combines two of this reviewer’s favorite genres: mystery and summer camp. And since the 
novel’s heroine, nerdy Dahlia, has an intelligent wit coupled with the ability to see ghosts, it appeared to be off 
to a good start. Unfortunately, the book soon becomes bogged down with a convoluted plot that veers back and 
forth from the 1930s to the present. It involves G-d’s 72nd name, a Chassidic sect, a golem, a murder, and even 
the possession of Dahlia by a rabbi who was killed 72 years ago. There is little historical reference to Chassidism 
or to why knowing G-d’s names is life altering. (After Dahlia saves four children because of her knowledge, she 
is content to enroll in a second session of camp.) 

Although Goelman has a good ear for kids’ conversations, it is questionable how many children will know what a 
sheygetz momzer (Gentile jerk) is or, outside of a humorous reference to Madonna, the intent of Kabbalah. In addition, an 
unsettling anti-Christian undercurrent runs throughout the book. The author gives hints that the villainous Illuminated 
Ones, who are intent on learning G-d’s names and who have trapped people in the perilous maze that runs next to the 
summer camp, are Catholic. Despite many well-intentioned ideas, a plucky main character, and some exciting scenes, 
The Path of Names was difficult to follow. In the author’s rush to complete the complicated story, both minor characters 
and large ideas were glossed over and lost to the reader as much as the children were in that maze.

Leda Siskind,YA writer and psychotherapist, Los Angeles, CA

Moss, Marissa. Mira’s Diary: Home Sweet Rome. Naperville, IL: Sourcebooks Jabberwocky, 2013. 208 pp. 
$12.99. (9781402266096). Gr. 5–8.

While trying to make contact with her mother, Serena, who is a time traveler, Mira learns that she has the 
same unusual ability. Shortly after the events of Lost in Paris, Mira, her father, and her brother receive another 
postcard from Serena, this one pointing them to Rome. Mira soon finds herself in the sixteenth century, dressing 
like a boy and speaking Italian. Her mission is to save Giordano Bruno, a philosopher, mathematician, and 
astronomer, whose writings contradicted Church teachings, from the Catholic Inquisition. 

While the Jewish content in this installment is minimal, Moss gives readers another exciting time travel 
adventure, skillfully weaving history and science with fiction. Sprinkled with drawings purportedly from Mira’s 
sketchbook, Home Sweet Rome will appeal to fans of science, adventure, and science fiction. It will leave readers 
eager to know where Mira’s mother’s next postcard will send the intrepid young time traveler. Recommended, 
especially for libraries where the first book is popular. 

Marci Lavine Bloch, D&R International, Silver Spring, MD and past member of the Sydney Taylor Book Award Committee

Patterson, Jose. No Buts, Becky! Illus. by Patricia Drew. Leicestershire, UK: Matador, 2013. 110 pp. $11.95. 
(9781780884387). Pbk. Gr. 3–6.

Eleven-year-old Becky Feldman is a Russian Jewish immigrant to London in 1908. She lives in poverty in a 
tenement with other immigrants. Her mother has died and her father counts on Bubbe to help with the house 
and the children. As portrayed, each member of the family is overwhelmed by both the adjustments involved in 
coming to a strange country and attempting to deal with a difficult life without a mother and wife. In addition, 
Bubbe has severe arthritis and has difficulty fulfilling her responsibilities. Becky is most concerned by the fact 
that her father has decided to re-marry, and has been set up by a professional shadchan (matchmaker) with a 
woman Becky finds unpleasant and unsavory. All works out at the end, leaving the reader satisfied. This is a 
coming-of-age tale filled with lots of historical background.

The title is based on Becky’s father’s frequent response when she attempts to explain her feelings or her side 
of the story; his answer is usually, “No buts, Becky.” In his world, children should do their jobs and fulfill their 
responsibilities; sharing their emotions is not welcome. The author uses the format of a diary, in which Becky 
writes to her deceased mother about all the events in the family. As a result, the reader gets an intimate sense 
both of her feelings and the events that are being portrayed. Becky is a well-delineated character for whom we 
have warmth and sympathy. With family and friends, Becky shares a lot of love and friendship. 

Jewish content abounds, as Becky talks about Shabbos and the Jewish holidays, their culture and foods, and 
the realities of being poor and Jewish in London’s East End. This is a very interesting portrayal of a period and 
place not usually covered in children’s literature. Recommended.

Shelly Feit, retired, Moriah School Library, Englewood, NJ
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Perl, Erica S. Aces Wild. New York: Knopf, 2013. 224 pp. $12.46. (9780307931726). Gr. 3–6.
Eleven-year-old Zelly’s dream of having her own dog has finally come true! After proving to her parents that 

she is responsible enough to take care of one, she is the proud owner of a dog named Ace. Ace is a handful. He 
is just as wild, unpredictable, and embarrassing as his namesake, Zelly’s grandfather, Ace Diamond. When Zelly 
asks her parents to host a sleepover party, they only agree on one condition: Ace (the dog) must pass obedience 
school. Ace (the grandfather) agrees to accompany Zelly and Ace (the dog) to school, but neither Ace is an apt 
pupil. Ace (the grandfather) embarrasses Zelly by yelling commands in Yiddish and flirting with the instructor, 
while Ace (the dog) can’t seem to get the hang of simple commands. Fortunately, the Aces prove that you can 
teach an old dog new tricks, and that some skills are best learned over time. Zelly earns her sleepover party 
although it’s not exactly the night she had originally envisioned. When Zelly’s family realizes the sleepover 
party falls on the first night of Hanukkah, they have an impromptu celebration.

Aces Wild is billed as a companion to the popular, When Life Gives You O.J. Young readers who connected to 
Zelly in the first novel will not be disappointed with her latest adventure. In addition to her struggle to train Ace 
(the dog), readers will see Zelly grapple with issues about friendship and identity in a very realistic way. Like 
many middle grade readers, Zelly struggles with staying true to herself while having the desire to fit in at all 
costs. The characterization of Ace (the grandfather) is over the top, but he is likeable and a good foil to Zelly’s 
cautious personality.  

Unfortunately, the book is marred by some questionable Yiddish translations that may be offensive to some 
readers. Readers are reminded that Zelly and her family recently moved from Brooklyn to Vermont, where 
there are few Jews. She is dumbfounded by the fact that her friend Jeremy is wearing a kippah and also notes that 
Ace calls him a mensch. Zelly’s Yiddish definition of a mensch—“a nice guy who’s kind of a dork”—may cause 
readers, especially those who work in Jewish education, to bristle at the notion that it is uncool to be a person 
with good character and values. This negative connotation is further emphasized in the Yiddish glossary that 
is written by Zelly at the end of the book. Here, mensch is defined as “a good person, someone you can really 
count on to do the right thing. Often, mensches [sic] are also kind of dorky, but that’s okay too.” Although this 
otherwise well-written book is sure to be popular among readers of the first novel, it is difficult to recommend 
this book for purchase because of the negative way it characterizes being a mensch. 

Aimee Lurie, The Agnon School, Beachwood, OH, and Chair of the Sydney Taylor Book Award Committee

Specktor, Zev. Strangers in Yerushalayim. Adventures of a Lifetime series. Brooklyn: Judaica Press, 2013. 288 
pp. $19.95. (9781607631248). Gr. 3–6.

Strangers in Yerushalayim is the third volume in the Adventures of a Lifetime series. At an unspecified date, 
this book follows the exploits of Avraham, a boy about to celebrate his bar mitzvah. When Rabbi Yekusiel is 
kidnapped, Avraham and his friends, with the advice and counsel of RebbeYitzchak, attempt to rescue him. This 
exciting story is complex and has many subplots and surprises. Although the book is extremely interesting and 
I cried at the ending, I cannot recommend it. There are several offensive villains in the book. Two are Americans 
who mistakenly think Rebbe Yitzchak has control over a vast fortune and they want to steal it from him. The 
second group of villains wants to open a day school that is not a yeshiva. The founders of the school try to force 
Yankel, Avraham’s friend, to leave his yeshiva and attend the new day school. When Yankel refuses, his father is 
thrown in jail by the Turkish authorities who rule Palestine at that time. Rebbe Yitzchak is also under suspicion 
and is being investigated by a detective from the Pinkerton agency, because of a letter he wrote to President 
Lincoln advising him to be careful because his life is in danger. A glossary is provided on the last page to define 
the many Hebrew and “Yeshivish” words used in the text. Not recommended, because it suggests that anyone 
who is not part of the yeshiva world is evil. Appropriate for haredi schools only.

Ilka Gordon, On Site Director, Aaron Garber Library, Cleveland, OH
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Yolen, Jane and Adam Stemple. B.U.G. (BIG UGLY GUY). New York: Dutton, 2013. 344 pp. $16.99. 
(9780525422389). Gr. 7–9.

Realism and fantasy are intertwined in this latest novel by prolific author, Jane Yolen. Twelve-year-old Sammy 
Greenburg has recently moved with his parents to a town somewhere in mid-west America. He’s small, (secular) 
Jewish, and can’t stop making wisecracks—especially when he’s confronted by his bully nemesis, James Lee and 
his Boyz. Sammy thinks he’ll never stop being the victim, but eventually finds allies in unexpected places. He 
makes friends with Skink, a boy who’s also new to the school, and different. They form a klezmer/jazz/pop/
rock fusion band along with Julia, Sammy’s crush. Skink knows how to defend himself (and Sammy), but soon 
gets badly beaten up; Sammy must look for help in another direction. During his bar mitzvah lesson, Sammy’s 
rabbi inadvertently teaches him about golems. Sammy steals some clay from his potter father to build a golem of 
his own. The second half of the novel moves right along as Sammy tries to explain his mammoth, gray-skinned, 
vocabulary-challenged classmate (and new drummer) to everyone. Sammy feels safe, at least for a while, until 
the situation starts getting out of control.

This fast-paced novel is full of zip and humor, as well as the authors’ love of language and repartee. Several 
scenes would not be misplaced in a situation comedy. The characters—youths and adults—are well-developed, 
with secrets that are gradually revealed as the plot unfolds. Music is a thread that weaves throughout, adding 
poetry and rhythm to the prose. But this novel isn’t just a piece of fluff. Sammy must deal with important issues 
like bullying and friendship. He must ask tough questions: Can power be abused? Is it worth it to win a victory, 
but in the process to lose a friend? Can one always tell good from evil, right from wrong? Does the end justify 
the means (lying, stealing)? Sammy wrestles with these moral dilemmas, and in the process, gains maturity.

Unfortunately, this reviewer found at least twenty proofreading errors and two inconsistencies in the plot. A 
glossary of Yiddish/Hebrew words is included. With an attractive cover and terrific writing, B.U.G. will appeal 
to middle-school readers.

Anne Dublin, author of Stealing Time (Dundurn, 2014), Toronto, Canada

Zibart, Rosemary. Forced Journey: The Saga of Werner Berlinger. Tijeras, NM: Artemesia, 2013. 179 pp. $24.95. 
(9781932926330). Gr. 5 and up.

In 1939, twelve-year-old Werner Berlinger is finally allowed to return to his family from the orphanage, 
only to be handed a passport and a ticket to immediately leave his father, little sister, and Germany forever. He 
has only three days to get to Hamburg on foot and board the SS Hansa to New York. He is alone, wrapped in 
his deceased mother’s blue cloth jacket. On board, he meets and befriends Anika Frankenthaler, one of many 
children en route to America. They both hope to one day reunite with the families they left behind. A man named 
Conrad picks Werner up at the pier and takes him to the apartment of Esther, a cousin of Werner’s mother, with 
whom his father has arranged room and board. Conrad takes an immediate dislike to Werner, because he feels 
that Esther, stricken by polio, will end up spending her money to take care of Werner. Werner eventually goes to 
public school, moving up the grades as his English improves, and makes a new friend, Sam. When the pair goes 
to Central Park, Werner catches sight of Anika, who ignores him. Later, he goes back to see her and he discovers 
how much she hates the family she’s been placed with. They run away to Central Park together and stay with a 
man from Harlem until Anika decides she needs to return to the family just in case her father tries to reach her.

Werner faces many threats—by neighborhood boys, by a member of the German-American Bund, and by 
Conrad. Thus, the pace of the novel keeps moving.Werner is a likeable main character and his relationships 
with Esther, Sam, and Anika are heartwarming. But the lack of historical integrity is jarring. For instance, the 
author states the SS St. Louis stopped at many ports, including New York. In fact, the SS St. Louis never came as 
far north as New York and only stopped three times: once in Cherbourg to pick up passengers, once in Havana, 
its destination, and when passengers were not allowed to disembark, it roamed until it was able to land in 
Antwerp. Another example concerns the poem that begins, “Give me your tired, your poor….” The author 
states the words were written in big letters on the Statue of Liberty, when, in fact, the plaque of Emma Lazarus’ 
sonnet was placed inside the statue’s pedestal until 1945. The lack of research and the lack of an understanding 
of German culture and German language deterred from an enjoyable read. Not recommended. 

Barbara Krasner, Member, Sydney Taylor Book Award Committee, New Jersey
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FICTION – TEEN

Astaire, Libi. Tempest in the Tea Room. Aster Press, 2012. 203 pp. $9.99. (9780983793168). Gr. 7–10.
Miss Rebecca Lyon narrates the events of several fateful weeks in nineteenth century London. Several people, 

including children at the orphanage, Lady Marblehead, and a friend of Rebecca’s seem to have been poisoned. 
A young Jewish physician, new to London, is blamed for the illnesses, and when valuable jewelry belonging to 
Lady Marblehead disappears, Ezra Melamed tries to solve the puzzle.

Unfortunately, the many complicated subplots and numerous minor characters overwhelm this short novel. 
The writing is clunky in places. Among other missteps, one character suffers from “anxious anxiety”, and 
another’s coffeehouse is described at least five times as a “kosher establishment”. The first volume in the Ezra 
Melamed series, The Disappearing Dowry, was a Sydney Taylor Notable Book in 2010 and the sequel, The Ruby 
Spy Ring, was recommended by AJL Reviews in May/June 2012. However, this third installment disappoints.

Marci Lavine Bloch, D&R International, Silver Spring, MD and past member of the Sydney Taylor Book Award 
Committee

FOLKTALES

Jahanforuz, Rita. The Girl with the Brave Heart: A Tale from Tehran. Illus. by Vali Mintzi. Cambridge, MA: 
Barefoot Books, 2013. 40 pp. $17.99. (9781846869297). Grades 1–3.

This moralistic Iranian folktale was originally published in Israel in 2010. The author is a well-known, highly-
respected singer in Israel. The illustrator studied at the Bezalel Academy in Jerusalem and received the Israel 
Museum Ben-Yitzhak Award for the Illustration of a Children’s Book. The story focuses on two stepsisters and 
their very different outcomes dealing with an accidently found, difficult old woman. The poor, Cinderella-esque 
sister, Shiraz, sees through the destructive chores of the demanding old lady, and recognizes her sadness and 
pain. Shiraz does not do as the woman asks, but the opposite. At the end of the day, the old lady asks Shiraz 
to dip three times each into two pools. This time, Shiraz does exactly as she is told; she emerges breathtakingly 
beautiful. Something quite different happens to the haughty sister Monir, who does the destructive chores 
specifically as the old woman asks. The woman then instructs her to dive into the pools in reverse order from 
Shiraz. Monir does as told, except she raises the number in the second pool from three to ten, emerging wrinkled 
and mean.

The secret of the pools is that they do not change people, but reveal their inner nature. The Girl with the Brave 
Heart is strikingly handsome with rich color on thick, creamy pages in a mobile layout. The story lacks any 
Jewish or Israeli content. Recommended as a marginal purchase for secular collections of Jewish day schools. 

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

HOLOCAUST & WORLD WAR II

Langley, Andrew. Hitler and Kristallnacht. Days of Decision series. Chicago: Heinemann, 2014. 64 pp. $9.99. 
(9781432976361). Gr. 8 and up.

This offering from Heinemann reviews the history of the Third Reich, with Kristallnacht supposedly at its 
center. The “Days of Decision” series focuses on several key individuals and episodes of the past century. It 
includes Churchill and the Battle of Britain, Kennedy and the Cuban Missile Crisis, and Gandhi and the Quit 
India Movement. The intent appears to be to create an understanding of events through the actions of important 
leaders under crisis conditions. After opening with a short description of Kristallnacht, Langley describes the 
growth of the Nazi party, recounts Hitler’s biography, and discusses his consolidation of power. The book 
includes numerous quotes, explanations of ideas, and biographies of several of the Third Reich’s major actors. 
The section on Kristallnacht begins at the bottom of page 31 and continues through page 37. It includes a short 
description of the events, eyewitness accounts, and a statement about the consequences (including the fact that 
the Jews were ordered to pay for the “damage”). The book continues by describing the Shoah, World War II, and 
the aftermath of Nazism. 

There is a tremendous amount of information here, most of it correctly portrayed. But the book’s title is 
misleading; the text is about the Third Reich rather than the events of November 1938. The layout includes 
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several topics on each double-page spread: chronology, quotes, photos with captions, and charts. The format 
makes every spread look very busy; important information may be difficult to find amid the many sidebars. 
Finally, it’s not clear that this book is appropriate for students below eighth grade: there is too much text, and 
Herschel Grynszpan is an afterthought (he is mentioned only once in the text). A timeline, notes on sources, 
glossary, bibliography (“Find out More”), and index are included. In conclusion, this book is not appropriate for 
either synagogue or school libraries.

Fred Isaac, Temple Sinai, Oakland, CA

Leyson, Leon, with Marilyn J. Harran and Elisabeth B. Leyson. The Boy on the Wooden Box: How the Impossible 
Became Possible…on Schindler’s List. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2013. 240 pp. $16.99. (9781442497818). Gr. 5–8.

There seems to be no end to extraordinary stories about the Holocaust. Leon Leyson’s life is a tale of courage, 
luck, and commitment. It is also a new and fascinating window into the enigmatic Oskar Schindler.

Leon Leyson’s story begins in a small town in Poland, where he lived until the family moved to Cracow 
in the spring of 1938. The relocation, made possible by Leon’s father’s success as a craftsman, was followed by 
news of the Nazi takeover of Czechoslovakia, and increasing pressure on Poland. In a quiet voice that evokes the 
terror of the era, Leyson recounts his life in the ghetto, where he found factory work while the war continued. 
He tells about his deportation to the work camp at Plaszow, and life under the manic Amon Goeth. After a year 
in the camp, Leon and other members of his family were allowed to leave as workers in Schindler’s factory back 
in Cracow. From there, they were moved to several other locations, including other work camps—always under 
Schindler’s protection but also in constant fear of deportation and death. The book also follows Leon and his 
family in the period after the war—still alive and mostly together but never quite safe until they emigrated to 
America. 

As time passes and the survivors become fewer, it is vital that we hear as many of their stories as possible. 
Leon Leyson’s own miracle, as he tells it, is a simple but emotional one. Without elaboration, he describes both 
his horror and the hope that kept him and the other ‘Schindler Jews’ alive. His clearly-written book should be 
considered by school and synagogue libraries.

Fred Isaac, Temple Sinai, Oakland, CA

Matas, Carol. Pieces of the Past: The Holocaust Diary of Rose Rabinowitz. Dear Canada series. Toronto: 
Scholastic, 2013. 163 pp. $16.99. (9781443113076.) Gr. 7–10.

Rose Rabinowitz is the lone survivor of her family. She is brought to Winnipeg, Manitoba, along with other 
adolescents who are orphaned by the Holocaust. They are placed in foster families. Rose has trouble adapting 
to her new life, so her foster father urges her to keep a diary of her experiences. The diary entries weave from 
the current setting of the story in 1948 in Canada, to the late 1930s in Poland, when Hitler first invaded Poland. 
Rose recounts how her family was forced to move into the Warsaw Ghetto. She describes the starvation and 
sickness that took place there. Her father was shot by Nazis and her sister disappeared while trying to smuggle 
food from outside the ghetto. Rose’s brother joins the Jewish Resistance. Later, Rose discovers that he was killed 
in the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising. With the aid of the Polish Resistance, Rose and her mother hide when the Nazis 
liquidate the ghetto. Eventually, her mother surrenders herself to Nazi soldiers in order to save Rose.

The current entries describe Rose’s struggle as she tries to fit in with her foster sister and the girls at school. She 
feels isolated and connects only to other refugee kids. Rose defends a girl who gets teased by the other girls at school. 
Eventually, she moves in with the girl’s family. Matas provides an epilogue that tells how Rose marries a fellow 
Holocaust refugee and goes on to pursue her doctorate. Pieces of the Past is a fictional memoir that is part of the Dear 
Canada series, which includes fictionalized accounts of girls in different periods of Canada’s history written by various 
authors. Still, the diary entries seem authentic—especially when Rose describes being unable to relate to other kids at 
school because they have not experienced the horrors and losses as she did. A historical note about the Holocaust in 
Poland, a timeline of the Warsaw Ghetto, and photographs of Jewish people in Poland are provided.

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

Reviews of Titles for Children and Teens
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Price, Sean Stewart. World War II Spies. North Mankato, MI: Capstone Press, 2014. 48 pp. $31.00. (9781476501222). Gr. 5–7.
This slim volume is an excellent introduction to the topic of spies during World War II. It is clearly written 

in language accessible to weaker readers but the content is appropriate for students in middle school. The book 
contains an index and suggestions for further reading as well as a link to a student website.

Each entry is complemented by fine visual selections as well as a few maps. There is one place name mentioned 
in the text of the entry about Clair Phillips which is not identified on the map of the Philippines where she did her 
spying work. Each story is exciting and conveys the importance of spy work in the conduct of war. Even though 
this book is not particularly Jewish in content, because it is about World War II, it would make an important 
addition to any middle school history collection. It would also add another dimension to Holocaust collections.

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

Setterington, Ken. Branded by the Pink Triangle. Toronto: Second Story Press, 2013. 153 pp. $15.95 
(9781926920962) Pbk. Gr. 7–12.

This well-written and well-researched nonfiction book explores the detention and murder of homosexuals, an 
area of Holocaust tragedy that is not generally presented to young readers. In straightforward prose, Setterington 
introduces the reader to several Holocaust victims who were singled out by the Nazi regime for being homosexuals. 
Gay men were considered inferior by the Nazis and were one of the first groups to be sent to Dachau concentration 
camp. These prisoners were distinguished by the pink triangle sewn on their prison uniform. Through the stories 
of individuals, the reader is told of the persecution and harassment suffered by the gay community with the rise of 
the National Socialist government. Whereas Germany was once one of the more liberal and welcoming countries 
for homosexuals, when Hitler came to power, that all changed. Known homosexuals were arrested, imprisoned, 
and tortured into revealing the names of other homosexuals. By focusing on individual stories of victims as well as 
heroes and survivors, the history comes alive, giving a face to those who suffered. Branded by the Pink Triangle also 
contains a useful timeline, a bibliography, index, and many photos.

Although this is a sensitive topic that might make some synagogues and schools uncomfortable, this book is highly 
recommended for all collections that have Holocaust materials. Recommended purchase for most synagogues and schools.

Susan Dubin, Off-the-Shelf Library Services, Henderson, NV

JEWISH LIFE & VALUES

Lumer, Marc. Benny’s Mitzvah Notes. Illus. by Marc Lumer. Brooklyn: Hachai, 2013. 30 pp. (978192628698). 
Pre-school–Kindergarten.

Lumer defines a mitzvah as a good deed or commandment from the Torah. When Benny completes a mitzvah, 
his parents frequently write or illustrate a note recognizing his actions. Possibly Benny’s parents praise him too 
much. They write and draw so many mitzvah notes for him—even for something as routine as washing his 
hands—that Benny’s teacher shows them all to the other children. In this regard, Benny’s Mitzvah Notes will 
echo with parents who kvell about “my son or daughter….” The final mitzvah note is given to Benny at his bar 
mitzvah when he is shown how to wrap tefillin (Jewish phylacteries). One wonders whether Benny reciprocates 
good deeds to his parents while he’s on break from yeshiva.

The Photo-shopped, laminated pages for smaller hands are shiny and colorful. This fictional book is probably 
geared to Orthodox male audiences, for it shows only Benny doing mitzvot; no girls are shown doing mitzvot. 
Some Jewish day schools may or may not object to this aspect of the book. Benny’s Mitzvah Notes teaches the 
value of mitzvah goreret mitzvah (one kind action follows another), and includes a glossary near the front for those 
who are learning Hebrew. An optional purchase for school libraries.

Ben Pastcan, Shalom School, Sacramento, CA

Schuman, Sandor. Adirondack Mendel’s Aufruf. Illus. by Kevin Kuhne. Albany, NY: This Too Shall Pass 
Press, 2012. 119 pp. $12.95. (9780988628502) Pbk. Gr. 5–Adult. 

Having spent the last few summers vacationing in New York State’s Adirondack Mountains, I was intrigued 
by the title. These are not the famed Catskills. There are few Jews or Jewish institutions in the largely wilderness 
area, so the name “Adirondack Mendel” itself appealed to my sense of humor. I was pleasantly surprised and 
more than a little tickled to read this book of tall tales about a community of Chelmites who resettled in the aptly 
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named Chelm’s Pond (a play on an actual place, Helm’s Pond, near Blue Mountain Lake in upstate New York). 
Delightful two-tone watercolor illustrations add to the appeal of this slender volume.

The wittiness of the stories can be appreciated by old and young alike. There is a level of sophistication 
inherent in the issues touched on in the later chapters (the nature of God and religion and the meaning of 
prayer), but the book can also be enjoyed on a simpler level. While the stories might be most appropriate for older 
adult audiences who understand a bissel Yiddish, younger readers will especially love the story of Bloomie’s 
Monticello gambling trip (she wins handily by betting on horses named for hats, but loses all when she bets on 
Château, failing to recognize the Japanese horse named Yamika.)

These heartwarming stories have all the best ingredients of tall tale humor— absurdity, a smidgeon of 
subtlety, and good-hearted, corny fun. It’s obvious that the book grew out of the author’s successful career as 
an inspirational speaker. Recommended especially for synagogue groups such as Men’s Clubs and Sisterhoods, 
where the program might be based on a read-aloud followed by a discussion of the underlying themes. Includes 
a glossary and ten-page guide for teachers and discussion leaders. 

Joyce Levine, Director of Library and Media Services, North Shore Hebrew Academy High School, Great Neck, NY,
 and VP of AJL Publications

Sitter, Nechama. What Did Pinny Do?: An Upsherin Story. Illus. by Tova Leff. Brooklyn: Hachai, 2013. 32 pp. 
$12.95. (9781929628728). Ages 2–4.

This story follows Pinny, an active and happy boy in a haredi family, as he grows and develops from a baby. 
It particularly follows the growth of his hair, as he has never had a haircut. (There is a custom among some 
religious families not to cut a boy’s hair until age three; upsherin refers to the ritual of hair cutting.) At some 
point, it becomes difficult for Pinny to see through his hair and his mother puts a clip in. That clip is replaced by 
his sister’s ponytail holder, until that too comes out in the playground. At last, Pinny turns three and it is time 
for his first haircut. His father gives him a colorful new yarmulke and a pair of tzitzis, and the family attends the 
ceremony. 

Illustrations are colorful and age appropriate. Attractive endpapers liven up the book with pictures of a 
comb, scissors, buttons, and Hebrew letters. Use of repetition and lists of activities help to develop the story, and 
there is a glossary of Hebrew and Yiddish expressions used. At the end of the story, there is an explanation of 
the customs connected to the upsherin. Plastic water-resistant pages make the book useful for the young audience 
it is geared to. 

Shelly Feit, retired, Moriah School Library, Englewood, NJ

PICTURE BOOKS

Benenfeld, Rikki. Let’s Meet Community Helpers. Toddler Experience series. Brooklyn, NY: Hachai, 2013. 26 
pp. $10.99. (9781929628759). Ages 2–6.

A boy and girl meet community helpers, such as the mail carrier, police officer, fireman, and ambulance 
driver. The boy wears a kippah and all the male helpers also wear a hat or kippah. The laminated full-page color 
illustrations are realistic and attractive. A unique feature which, aside from the illustrations, makes the book 
Jewish is the last page on which the children thank all the community workers for their help, thus exemplifying 
the Jewish value of hakaras hatov (gratitude or “recognizing the good”). Recommended for the preschool collection 
where this series has found an audience. 

Ilka Gordon, On Site Director, Aaron Garber Library, Cleveland, OH

Sharf, Y. and C. Wachs. Who Can Fix My Cuckoo Clock and Other Stories: A Child’s Exploration of Occupations 
and Tools. Illus. by Y. Markowitz. Let’s Discover the World series. New York: Feldheim, 2013. 44 pp. $13.95. 
(9781598260236). Preschool.

An introduction to workers and their jobs is told in light rhyme and illustrated with examples of workers and 
their work. The importance of each worker is emphasized. Some of the occupations covered are: watchmaker, 
shoemaker, beekeeper, baker, mailman, fireman, tailor, artist, and farmer. Several thought-provoking activities 
after sections of the story function to involve the reader. For example, as a small boy paints with the artist, he 
introduces mistakes. The reader is asked, “What mistakes do you see?” The shoemaker has too many mismatched 
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pairs of shoes and the reader is asked to “Please help find the pairs!” In addition, at the end of the book, one page 
is divided into two columns—one with reproductions of paintings of artisans and workers, to be matched up 
with the second column of pictures of their products or tools.

The various workers have friendly and pleasant expressions on their faces; the illustrations are done in dark 
tones and old-fashioned style. The presentation is clearly geared to an Orthodox population, as the reader thanks 
Hashem for His assistance to each craftsman. There are several sections that would be useful in the classroom for Rosh 
Hashanah, such as the characters of the beekeeper and the baker. A good read-aloud. This is a secondary purchase.

Shelly Feit, Moriah School Library, Englewood, NJ

SHABBAT & HOLIDAYS

Balsey, Tilda. ABC Hanukkah Hunt. Illus. by Helen Poole. Minneapolis: Kar-Ben, 2013. 32 pp. $17.95. 
(9781467704205). Preschool.

Adorably colorful and wide-eyed Jewish family members celebrate Hanukkah in this newest Kar-Ben offering 
for preschoolers. “It’s Hanukkah for A to Z. An alphabet of things to see” is the first rhyming couplet … and …. 
off we go—starting with King Antiochus and the Brave Maccabees, and ending with next Year being Hanukkah 
again, and ZZZZZZZZ—everyone tucked in bed. The cheery illustrations look as if they come straight off cute 
greeting cards. The interesting choices of words to highlight each letter differentiates this book from others of the 
genre, along with the author’s clever way of engaging little ones with fun puzzles and picture searches. When a 
bit of history is shared, instead of the usual D for Dreidel, the letter appears within rhymes about the Maccabees: 
“Freedom won, they celebrated. See the temple Dedicated.” This is a true author-illustrator collaboration that 
works beautifully. Clever actions and puzzles on the pages keep young readers engaged with the adult sharing 
the book with them. They may need to follow a maze to find Jerusalem, look for the upside-down Hanukkah 
banner, or identify which child has a chocolate gelt-smeared smile, among many other simple challenges. All 
around, a rare treat of a Hanukkah book that children will ask to read more than once.

Lisa Silverman, Sinai Temple Library, Los Angeles, CA

Balsley, Tilda and Ellen Fischer. I’m Sorry, Grover: A Rosh Hashanah Tale. Minneapolis: Kar-Ben, 2013. 23 pp. 
$6.95 (Pbk); $7.59 (Kindle). (9780761375616). Reviewed from a Kindle edition. Ages 2–5.

Grover and Cookie Monster are in Israel before Rosh Hashanah, and their friend Brosh is sad because his 
blue hat is missing. He suspects someone might have taken it. Cookie Monster offers to help Brosh by retracing 
his activities that day. Brosh had stopped by to see Grover, talked to Avigail, and bought food like apples and 
honey at the grocery store. Soon Grover catches up with them and returns Brosh’s hat; he found it in the ice 
cream freezer at the store. Brosh apologizes to Grover and Cookie Monster, and then heads off to apologize to 
Avigail, who was insulted when she thought Brosh was accusing her of taking the hat.

Several elements of the book work nicely: It is evident why Brosh is upset, and his apologies are sincere. Grover, 
Cookie Monster, Avigail, Moishe Oofnik, and Brosh stay true to character. Rosh Hashanah features prominently 
when Brosh reviews some of the “highlights” of the holiday: shofar, the foods, and “trying to do better in the 
new year”. On the other hand, the illustrations, which depict the characters accurately and include Hebrew 
words, capture neither the beauty of Israel nor the excitement and energy before a holiday. A deeper discussion 
of repentance and the significance of the holidays is beyond the ken of the target audience and would have been 
didactic in the text. The book is devoid of any mention of God, when Rosh Hashanah recognizes His Kingship over 
the universe. Both issues could have been included in the note at the end. Jacqueline Jules’ The Hardest Word (Kar-
Ben, 2001) remains the gold standard for learning about apologizing, but for this age group, the familiar Muppets 
provide a good introduction and a simple message. This book is recommended for all Jewish libraries.

Kathe Pinchuck, Past Chair, Sydney Taylor Book Award Committee, Ramat Bet Shemesh, Israel 
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Herrington, Lisa M. Hanukkah. Rookie Read-About Holidays series. New York: Scholastic, 2014. $16.99. (978-
0531273517). Preschool–Gr. 1.

This small (6.5 by 7.5 inches), 32-page easy reader provides a surprisingly thorough introduction to the 
traditions, festivities, and origins of Hanukkah. Divided into four chapters—“Happy Hanukkah!”, “How It Began”, 
“The Festival of Lights”, and “Food, Games, and Gifts”—each page spread includes a full-color photograph or 
illustration on one side and two to four sentences of text on the opposite side along with a helpful caption. “Fast 
Facts” elucidate the difference between the seven-branched menorah and the hanukkiya, identify the shamash as 
the helper candle, and explain what the letters on the dreidel stand for. An especially nice feature is the calendar 
showing when Hanukkah will fall in December 2014, 2015, and 2016. Instructions for making a handprint menorah, 
reading comprehension questions, a glossary, and an index are appended. The Rookie Read-About Holidays series 
includes the 100th Day of School, Christmas, Groundhog Day, Kwanzaa, Martin Luther King Jr. Day, Thanksgiving, 
and Valentine’s Day. The Hanukkah edition is recommended for all public school and public library collections 
and for Jewish libraries where there is a need for non-fiction titles for beginning readers. 

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

Marshall, Linda Elovitz, The Passover Lamb. New York: Random House, 2013. 28 pp. $17.99. (9780307931771). 
Gr. K–2.

The cover announces that this Passover picture book is based on a true story. Fact being stranger than fiction, 
readers won’t question the plot. Miriam, a young Jewish girl who lives on a farm, cannot wait to go to her 
grandparents’ seder to recite the four questions. Her family’s sheep decides to have not one, but three babies that 
very day. The mother ewe will not feed the third baby; she does not have enough milk. The newborn must be 
bottle fed every four hours. Miriam’s parents decide they must stay home and have a seder. But Miriam wants 
to show off her four questions. She reflects on the background story of the holiday, recalls Moses as a baby in a 
basket, bundles up the newborn animal in a diaper, and puts it into a basket. Off to Grandmother’s house they 
go! Miriam is a four-questions star while the lamb reclines in her lap. 

The sweet, offbeat tale manages to include the seder plate symbols in illustrations, some transliteration of the four 
questions, and a minor bit of the biblical history. Despite its rare milieu for modern Jewish living, the book is treacly and 
bland: no surprise, it is a PJ Library product. The layout is cheap. The last page is the pasted down end cover backing: 
no space for circulation records. The volume is age appropriate, therefore recommended for an additional purchase, 
not for a holiday which already has countless titles, except for the unusual concept of Orthodox Jewish farmers.

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

Rouss, Sylvia A. Sammy Spider’s First Yom Kippur. Illus. by Katherine Janus Kahn. Minneapolis: Kar-Ben, 
2013. 32 pp. $16.95. (9780761391951) HC. $7.95. (9780761391968) Pbk. $6.95 (9781467716390) eBook. Reviewed 
from ARC. Pre-Kindergarten–3. 

For twenty years, Sammy Spider and Josh Shapiro have learned about the Jewish holidays, along with sounds, 
shapes, sizes, the four seasons, the five senses, and more. In this latest book of the popular series, the curious 
arachnid and his human counterpart learn the basic concept of Yom Kippur, asking for forgiveness for one’s 
wrongdoings. When Josh breaks the rules of the household by failing to put away his toys, bouncing a ball inside, 
and accidently breaking a honey dish—along with Sammy Spider’s web—he learns firsthand the power of a sincere 
apology packed in the simple phrase, “I’m sorry.” Once again, Rouss and Kahn have taken a subject and made it 
understandable for the youngest reader. An essential purchase for every well-rounded Judaic children’s collection.

Allison Marks, Temple Israel Library, Akron, OH

Sutton, Jane. Esther’s Hanukkah Disaster. Illus. by Andy Rowland. Minneapolis: Kar-Ben, 2013. 32 pp. $17.95. 
(9780761390435) HC. $7.95. (9780761390442) Pbk. $6.95. (9781467716383) eBook. Pre-Kindergarten–3.

Esther, a purple gorilla, is not a savvy shopper when it comes to selecting Hanukkah presents for her jungle 
friends. She gives oversized socks to a monkey, a red turtleneck sweater to a fashion-conscious zebra, a jogging 
suit to a turtle, an inappropriate joke book to an elephant, and a jungle gym to a hyena. Her friends, on the 
other hand, give her perfect gifts—gorilla-vanilla perfume, a year’s membership in the Coconut-of-the-Month 
Club, a princess costume, a banana cookbook, and tickets to the Gorilla Theatre. Esther feels miserable even 
though her friends assure her that “presents are not the most important part of Hanukkah.” The solution to 
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the hyperbolically titled “Hanukkah Disaster” happens at a re-gifting party on the last night of the holiday. 
Esther’s friends exchange what they received and leave the celebration with more fitting gifts. Rowland’s 
anthropomorphic renderings featuring a sneaker-clad zebra and a yarmulke-wearing hyena, along with touches 
of visual humor sprinkled throughout the book, aptly illustrate the light-hearted tone of a tale about gift-giving 
gone awry. The final page includes a brief paragraph giving a broad overview of Hanukkah.  

Allison Marks, Temple Israel Library, Akron, OH

Weinstein, Dori. Shaking in the Shack. Minneapolis: Five Flames Press, 2013. 194 pp. $10.95. (9780989019309). Gr. 3–6.
Twins Ellie (Ya-Ya) and Joel (Yo-Yo) Silver are preparing to celebrate Sukkot and trying to convince their 

parents that they are responsible enough to have a dog. When they are in their synagogue sukkah with the 
rabbi, they find a lost puppy, and they agree to take care of her until the dog’s owner can be found. Before long, 
the whole Silver family becomes attached to the dog, but what will happen when her owners are located? At 
the same time, the twins are planning a food and coat drive at their synagogue, inspired by their experience of 
sleeping in the sukkah. 

Presented seamlessly within the story, Weinstein includes lots of information about the customs of Sukkot. 
Practical joker Joel and more serious Ellie are believable, likeable characters. Fans of Sliding into the New Year and 
readers just making the acquaintance of the Silver family will enjoy this peek into one family’s unusual Sukkot. 
Highly recommended.

Marci Lavine Bloch, D&R International, Silver Spring, MD and past member of the Sydney Taylor Book Award Committee
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Don’t Forget to Check Out AJL News!
The November/December 2013 issue of AJL News has lots of internal AJL organizational news, and lots 
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The Laureate Nearby: at Home with Merrill Leffler
by yERmiyAhu AhRon tAub

As a poet, editor, publisher, and now the Poet Laureate of Takoma Park, 
Md., Merrill Leffler has been a central figure on the metropolitan Washington, 
D.C. literary scene for over forty-five years.  He has authored three books 
of poetry, including most recently Mark the Music (Dryad Press, 2012) and 
published numerous individual collections by poets as well as anthologies, 
including After the First Rain: Israeli Poems on War and Peace (Dryad Press, 
1998).  His life paths and artistic and intellectual interests have been and 
remain wide-ranging, as was our conversation conducted on a mild October 
afternoon in the back sun porch of his Takoma Park home.

Leffler describes his background as “warmly” Jewish, meaning, he 
says, more aggadah (legend, narrative) and increasingly less halakhah 
(law).  He was born and raised in the predominantly Catholic and Jewish 
neighborhood of East New York in Brooklyn, where he lived until he was 
12.  His family then moved to Long Beach, N.Y. and then, in high school, 
to High Point, North Carolina, which he describes as a major transition.  
In Brooklyn and Long Beach, he had attended an hour a day of Hebrew school; this grounding in the 
Hebrew language would serve Leffler in good stead many years later when he worked with Israeli poet 
Moshe Dor and others on translating Hebrew poetry into English. As a teenager, Leffler was active 
in Jewish life in North Carolina.  Along with Jewish boys in High Point who helped make a minyan 
at services each night, he was also a member of the North Carolina Association of Jewish Youth and 
traveled to different cities throughout the state where other Jewish teenagers gathered for dances. In 
his high school senior yearbook, the class president wrote, “often, people get the wrong opinion about 
people of your religion,” and then went on say that Leffler was a “credit to his race”!  This education 
in locations as varied as Brooklyn and the American South imbued Leffler with a strong sense of his 
Jewish identity and an abiding love for his Jewish heritage.  

After graduating from North Carolina State University with a degree in physics, Leffler moved to the 
Washington, D.C. area in 1963.  He began working at Goddard Space Flight Center in Greenbelt, Md., 
becoming involved in research that used large “sounding rockets” to carry instruments for collecting 
data, for example, about the sun, planetary atmospheres, auroral displays, and micrometeorites. Leffler 
was part of the NASA support team, coordinating efforts between NASA and scientists.  This role often 
involved extensive travel to remote locales such as Wallops Island, Va.; White Sands, N.M.; and Fort 
Churchill, midway up the Hudson Bay.

In 1966, Leffler’s personal and professional life changed dramatically.  He married Ann Slayton, left 
NASA for engineering work in which he would not have to travel extensively, so that he could take evening 
literature classes at the University of Maryland. Working for a company on contract to the Naval Ships Systems 
Command, his office near Dupont Circle was close to the independent bookstores that thrived in the area at 
that time.  In 1967, he founded Dryad, a poetry magazine, with Neil Lehrman and in 1968, he left engineering 
behind and enrolled in graduate school in literature at the University of Maryland.  The magazine was soon 
publishing distinguished poets from the Washington area and around the country, among them, Ann Darr, 
Roland Flint, Rod Jellema, Linda Pastan, Myra Sklarew, William Stafford, and Reed Whittemore. 

Leffler’s twin engagement with literature and science would continue throughout his career.  In 
August 1969, he received a three-year fellowship that enabled him to study at Oxford University in 
England, an experience that he said changed his life completely.  It was at Oxford that Leffler says that 
he learned how to think critically.  He met with his advisor infrequently and, in effect, had to shape the 

Poet Merrill Leffler 
Photo Credit:  

Yermiyahu Ahron Taub
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course of study that focused on the connections between poetry and science, with a specialization on the 
poetry of the nineteenth century.  At the time, Leffler was particularly interested in how the concept of 
gravitation and new scientific discoveries were being absorbed into the poetry and intellectual life of the 
day.  While in Oxford, his sister Michelle, who worked on Capitol Hill, mailed him the Dryad submissions 
that would accumulate in a post office box at the then-main Post Office near Union Station (it is now 
the postal museum), thereby ensuring the continued publication of the magazine.  The magazine ceased 
publication in 1975 as it transitioned into Dryad Press, which allowed Leffler to publish book-length 
collections of poets and writers whose work he admired.  Among the first of those books was Myra 
Sklarew’s From the Backyard of the Diaspora, winner of the National Jewish Book Award for Poetry. After 
teaching literature for some years at the University of Maryland and the United States Naval Academy, 
Leffler returned to Maryland in the 1980’s as a science and environmental writer for the Maryland Sea 
Grant College, where he wrote about science and policy issues related to the Chesapeake Bay. No longer 
teaching Literature full-time, he had been one of the founders of The Writer’s Center in Bethesda, Md., 
where he conducted various poetry workshops.

Leffler’s lifelong engagement with both Jewish and non-Jewish texts is on dazzling display in Mark 
the Music.  It was essential to him that the book function as a whole and not be simply a collection of 
poems written over a period of time.  To that end, he designed it as a series of three different but related 
acts, or movements, with two intervals.  The book begins with chilling poems of darkness and aging, 
continues through interludes of poems of disturbance and consolation and then moves finally into 
poems of playfulness and joy in daily life.  When I suggested to Leffler that the book seemed to me to 
be a meditation on memory and death and words as the bridge between them, he did not disagree.  

The Akedah (Binding of Isaac) narrative has been explored by so many writers and is, Leffler feels, at the 
“heart of Judaism.”  Like many – thousands – he has been obsessed with Abraham’s obedience to God’s 
command, if it is even a command, that he “go forth to the land of Moriah, and offer him [Isaac] up as a 
burnt offering.” He therefore wanted to explore his own reactions and beliefs in Mark the Music. “Abraham 
and the Binding of Isaac” draws directly on text of Genesis 22, which Leffler punctuates with commentaries 
from rabbinic literature, poets, and his own explications, creating a supple textual conversation across 
the ages.  In a poem entitled simply “Sarah,” he imagines Sarah’s blistering reaction to the Abraham’s 
obedience to “the viewless God” and presents two Midrashic interpretations alongside the poem.  

This sense of art as conversation emerges as a central leitmotif of the book. His poem “Memory” is 
surrounded by quotations from a range of writers and artists, including Sholem Asch, Emily Dickinson, 
Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Vladimir Nabokov, rendering the page almost Talmudic in appearance.  
Baudelaire, Abraham Joshua Heschel, and Gershom Scholem also make cameo appearances.  Sometimes, 
the sources are less august, as when Leffler suggestively places a reproduction of a gun show flyer next 
to his poem “Sniper,” a poem whose words are arranged in the shape of a bull’s-eye target.  And when 
the words from one of Leffler’s own fictional creations, Madame Red, appear as the final quotation in the 
Talmudic-shaped design of the poem “Words,” there is a lightening of the “weight” of these quotations 
and a tongue-in-cheek weaving of continuity throughout the book.  

At times, the conversation extends beyond the words of forebears to their presence.  In the deeply 
moving “Homage to Dvosye,” Leffler imagines the presence of writers and artists in the life of Dorothy 
Bilik (1928-1998), literary scholar and professor of Yiddish at the University of Maryland.   He writes:

When I think of Dorothy, I think
of Mendele and Peretz and Sholem Aleichem,
of Moshe Kulbach and Itzik Manger
sitting and shouting at each other, eating blintzes
and sour cream and carp and herring, black bread
and olives and cheese.  They agree only on Dvosye.
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The dialogue also extends beyond quotations, epigraphs, and imaginings to entire poems.  For 
example, Leffler includes in the book four searing poems by the Israeli poet Eytan Eytan, which he co-
translated with Moshe Dor.  Additionally, some of Leffler’s own poems are translated into Hebrew by 
Dor and into Yiddish by Herman Taube.  

To the position of Poet Laureate of Takoma Park, Md., Leffler brings a similarly collaborative approach.  
Initially, he was somewhat skeptical of the position, given the proximity of the United States Poet Laureate/
Consultant in Poetry to the Library of Congress as well as the Maryland Poet Laureate.  However, he 
came to appreciate the possibilities for poetry at the local level and to understand that the position of Poet 
Laureate itself signifies a recognition on the part of leaders of the importance of poetry in the cultural well-
being of the city.  Leffler works with a group of poets to select poems for posters, designed by Montgomery 
College students, that he and a neighbor then install on poles throughout Takoma Park, along the city’s 
main street and in all the parks.  He is currently developing a series of poetry bookmarks that will have 
poems on each side—one side a poet of the Americas and on the other, a contemporary poet.  A highly 
anticipated event is the Favorite Poem evening in April, in which readers read a poem that has influenced 
their lives.  Leffler is currently serving his second two-year tenure as Poet Laureate.

During our conversation, Leffler said that poetry provides a coherence, a making of something 
whole, which in a way, can be seen as self-therapeutic, and a lifting of the spirit.  “Poets write to cheer 
themselves up,” he observed, quoting the English critic John Bayley, then amending Bayley, “if the 
poem is good enough, it will cheer someone else up as well.  And although the poem provides this 
sense of creation to the poet, the poem does not in the end belong to the poet.”  How fortunate we 
are, as readers, to be gifted over the decades with both Merrill Leffler’s extraordinary poetry and his 
humanity and generosity, or in Yiddish, mentshlekhkayt.  

Yermiyahu Ahron Taub is the author of four books of poetry, including Prayers of a Heretic/Tfiles fun an 
apikoyres (Plain View Press, 2013).

AJL Reviews

Baruch Dayan Emet

We are saddened to report that long-time AJL member and book reviewer Dan Rettberg passed 
away on October 31st, 2013. Dan was passionate about books and Yiddishkeit and will be greatly 
missed. Memorial donations can be made to: The Klau Library at Hebrew Union College 3101 Clifton 
Ave. Cincinnati, OH 45220 or Chabad at UC 2718 Digby Ave. Cincinnati, OH 45220.

https://lists.service.ohio-state.edu/mailman/listinfo/hasafran 
mailto:hasafran@lists.osu.edu
http://www.mail-archive.com/hasafran%40lists.service.ohio-state.edu/
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Azous, Paul. The American Balfour Declaration: The Origins of U.S. Support for Zionism 1917-1922. Jacksonville, 
FL: Acaday Press, 2013. 187 pp. $16.95. (9781936778621).

When Britain held the mandate over Palestine following World War I, the question of the American position 
was considered of great importance to Jews everywhere. Zionism and its supporters in the US first found favor 
with Christians on the basis of biblical prophecy thus creating a bond with this community. Then, after the 
issuance of the Balfour Declaration in 1917, it became a major effort for the American Jewish leadership to 
influence congressional leaders to provide governmental support for Jewish colonization in Palestine. Azous 
focuses on the efforts of Rabbi Simon Glazer and his connection to Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, and on activities 
in both houses of the Congress, the State Department, and in the White House to sway the government. The 
American endorsement of a Jewish homeland in Palestine was set with the Lodge-Fish Resolution of 1922. 

The elementary approach of this book makes it an ideal source for a youth audience interested in learning about the 
American involvement in Palestine immediately following World War I and the role of American Zionists in assisting 
with the establishment of Israel. It provides a fine pedagogical source for a post-bar mitzvah class to use for an assignment.

Sanford R. Silverburg, Catawba College, Salisbury, NC

Bar-Tal, Daniel and Izhak Schnell (eds). The Impacts of Lasting Occupation: Lessons From Israeli Society 
(Series in Political Psychology). NY: Oxford University Press, 2013. 576 pp. $87.99. (9780199862184).

Israeli occupation of former Jordanian, Syrian, and Egyptian territory as a result of armed conflict has had 
a deleterious impact on Israeli social and moral values, so say the contributors to this volume. Bar-Tal is an 
education professor at Tel Aviv University while Schnell is a geographer there. They have put together 16 
essays with 24 authors, organized in four parts, which examine the basic concept of belligerent occupation, the 
political and diplomatic effects of occupation on Israeli society and culture with the intent to instigate a vigorous 
debate among those with various viewpoints on all the topics. A wide range of sociological and psychological 
specialists present their views on the changes in values held by Jewish Israelis as a result of the occupation. 
While the book’s central focus is on Israeli occupation of territories held past war, the editors would like readers 
to employ this case to compare the Israeli experience to other cases of belligerent occupation. For Israel, there 
have been great domestic costs, setbacks to the peace process (which have made it more difficult to achieve), and 
the frightening thought of a neighboring Palestinian state that is neither Jewish nor democratic. The content’s 
dense presentation means that the receptive audience for this work would be limited to a well-informed group. 

Sanford R. Silverburg, Catawba College, Salisbury, NC

Berger, Shlomo. Producing Redemption in Amsterdam: Early Modern Yiddish Books in Paratextual Perspective 
(Studies in Jewish History and Culture, 37). Leiden: Brill, 2013. 233 pp. $140.00. (9789004247857).

The history of the Hebrew book has been studied for centuries, but only a few scholars have studied both the 
general history of the book and the specifics of Hebrew bibliography enough to produce a comprehensive academic 
work on the topic. Shlomo Berger is one of these scholars. In this book, Berger takes on multiple themes: paratexts, 
Yiddish books, and Amsterdam printing. The book is divided by the various kinds of paratexts in Jewish books, 
namely: title pages, approbations, prefaces, afterwards and everything in between. Berger follows his study with 
two appendices that serve as concrete examples to the ideas he presents in the book. The work shows a clear depth 
of knowledge, covering a tremendous amount of research in a very comprehensive way. His footnotes contain 
many gems not directly relevant to the text, but which could lead the reader in many different directions for study. 
Berger, aware that his field is not an intensely studied one, also notes many cases of desiderata for research within 
the field of Judaica bibliography. Although his work focuses primarily on Yiddish printing in Amsterdam, there 
is much in the book that could apply to Hebrew books as well as to Yiddish books printed in other lands. Highly 
recommended for academic collections, especially those with interest in Yiddish or History of the Book.

Michelle Chesner, Columbia University

EditEd by dAniEl SchEidE And REbEccA JEffERSon
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Berman, Harold and Gayle Berman. Doublelife: One Family, Two Faiths and a Journey of Hope. New York: 
Longhill Press, 2013. 249 pp. $12.99. (9780615721156).

An interfaith couple express their thoughts and feelings throughout their engagement and much of their marriage 
by writing letters to each other. This literary device reveals how each partner struggles to make the marriage work. 

The story begins in the early 1960s when Gayle (a Christian) and Harold (a Jew) meet in college. Gayle 
becomes a music director at a large church in San Antonio. Christianity is a critical part of her life. Harold 
becomes a lawyer but sings in churches and synagogues as an avocation. He is not highly observant of Judaism, 
but one year, after singing Kol Nidre at a synagogue, his commitment to Judaism becomes more serious. 

Through their letters, the reader sees how the couple’s faiths become more and more central to their lives. A 
major conflict occurs when Gayle and Harold adopt a child and have to decide which religion, if any, the child 
should have. They choose Judaism, and Gayle begins to practice a Jewish lifestyle for the sake of family unity. 
Reading her letters, one realizes the many issues and conflicts with which the non-Jewish partner must cope. 
Meanwhile, Gayle’s profession in church music becomes more problematic. By the end of the book, Gayle is 
ready to convert out of conviction, and she and Harold become apologists for Orthodox Judaism. 

The personal experiences, especially of the non-Jewish partner who wanted to remain a Christian, are 
enlightening. However, many of Gayle’s observations about Judaism do not reflect contemporary Reform 
and Conservative Judaism. Moreover, her profession in church music, which added to her difficulties, is an 
individual circumstance that few interfaith couples would face. For these reasons, the book is not a helpful guide 
for interfaith couples today. A better example would be Inside Intermarriage: A Christian Partner’s Perspective on 
Raising a Jewish Family by Jim Keen (URJ Press). Nevertheless, Doublelife is recommended for synagogue libraries. 

Lee Haas, Temple Beth Israel, Cleveland, Ohio 

Blech, Benjamin and Elaine Blech. Your Name Is Your Blessing: Hebrew Names and Their Mystical Meanings. 
2nd ed. Lanham, Maryland: Jason Aronson, an imprint of Rowman & Littlefield, 2013. 313 pp. $35.00. 
(9780765709677).

The authors assert that “within our names there 
is hidden the divine core of our potential.” A hint of 
this potential can be found in the numerical value, or 
“gematria” of a Hebrew name. Comparing the value 
of a name to other words of the same numerical value 
can reveal relationships and tendencies. According to 
the authors, “this is the first time that the secrets of the 
Kabbalah, the mystical teachings of spiritual masters 
of old are introduced to the general public in order 
to explain the most profound meanings hidden in 
every person’s name.” Each entry contains the name 
in Hebrew and English, any variants, the translation 
from the Hebrew, and the gematria; the word in 
the Bible that contains the same value and “links its 
idea message to its counterpart name;” a descriptive 
phrase of “personal qualities that share the same 
gematria and allude to a special kinship between 
character and what a person is called,” and a blessing: 
a prediction about the person “implicit in the previous 
entries of what lies ahead for someone with this 
particular name.” The book includes separate indexes 
of feminine and masculine names, as well as a list of 
names in ascending gematria value order.

While the preface has been updated for the second 
edition, several names in popular usage have not been 
added. In the appendix there are suggestions for “How 

http://www.sixtyminuteseder.com
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to Name After Someone” that include using a name that shares the same meaning in Hebrew as in Yiddish—a 
table of translations would have been helpful. Certain names might look good on paper, but their meanings make 
them questionable choices, e.g., “Gomer” (biblical prostitute name), “Razilee” (my secret) and “Zevul” (residence). 

Given the plethora of internet resources and The Complete Book of Hebrew Baby Names by Smadar Shir Sidi 
(HarperOne, 1989), the usefulness of this volume is probably limited to those interested in Kabbalah and/or 
gematria. It is an optional purchase for most Jewish libraries.

Kathe Pinchuck, Ramat Bet Shemesh, Israel

Brothers, Eric. Berlin Ghetto: Herbert Baum and the Anti-Fascist Resistance. Stroud, Gloucestershire, UK: The 
History Press, 2012. 224 pp. $29.95. (9780752476865).

Herbert Baum, a charismatic German Jew, developed a coterie of followers who shared his hatred of the 
Nazi regime and admiration of Communism. In Berlin 1942, Baum and several others set off explosive devices 
at an anti-Soviet and anti-Semitic exhibition. They were caught, interrogated, and tortured. Some were either 
executed, including Baum, or sent to concentration camps; others managed to hide underground. 

Basing his research on documents and interviews with survivors, the author weaves together the personal, 
social, and cultural lives of these young people, which were rooted within the era’s political and intellectual climate. 
While he states his book is not about Jewish resistance per se—but rather, anti-fascist or anti-Nazi movements—
the large presence and participation of Jewish members in these youth groups and their influence cannot be 
ignored. Like Baum, these people followed a certain trajectory. Chapters are devoted to their largely assimilated 
upbringing and alienation from Jewish and general societies during the Weimar era; their victimization during 
the Hitler years which led them to band more tightly together; and their idealism, as believers in Communism, 
under Stalin, as a “cure” for Nazism. Their desperate attempt on the “Soviet Paradise” exhibit was a case of 
“flawed heroics,” in the author’s words, and, ultimately, powerlessness. This book is doubly tragic, not just for 
the fate of the members but also for their naiveté. 

Included are footnotes and photos of group members. Sad but riveting, Berlin Ghetto adds a largely forgotten 
figure to the list of personal testimonies of the Third Reich. Recommended for libraries with either Holocaust 
or German history collections.

Hallie Cantor, Yeshiva University, New York, NY

Brown, Erica. Leadership in the Wilderness: Authority and Anarchy in the Book of Numbers. New Milford, CT: 
Maggid Books, 2013. 241 pp. $24.95. (9781592643424).

Dr. Brown has given us a special book. Leadership is a subject much on the minds of Americans today 
and this in-depth look at leadership in the Bible is timely indeed. The author delves deeply into the leadership 
style of Moses and Aaron but, at the same time, it is almost as if the Book of Numbers is a jumping-off point 
for an exploration of the nature of leadership itself. In addition to the different stages and styles of leadership 
exhibited in Numbers, this book gives us many opportunities to explore leadership outside of Bamidbar. For 
example, there is a long discussion of Abraham and other episodes in Genesis. A chapter is devoted to the 
nazirite as an example of the gadfly who helps to keep leadership honest. The importance of the gadfly in society 
is understandable; calling the nazirite a gadfly was less clear to me.

Brown references writers and scholars from a myriad of academic fields who all shed light and different 
perspectives on this topic. We hear from the traditional meforshim (commentators), from historians, philosophers, 
sociologists and many others. A closing quote at the end of the book summarizes its focus well: “The charge 
Numbers leaves leaders with is the very same one that the ancient Israelites received. Discover yourself in the 
wilderness of a future you know not. Go outside and go inside. Grow where the wild things are. Learn from 
that which almost kills you. Leave the past and discover God. Limit the complaints. Learn and lead others in the 
wilderness by organizing chaos. Be flexible enough to ride the chaos when all attempts at organization fail. Have 
contingency plans. Create a destination postcard. Do not try to lead alone. Learn to trust yourself and others in 
situations of uncertainty. And do not, under any circumstances give up. You will get there.” This would be good 
advice for any society and group of leaders at any time in history.

Although this book has no index, it has extensive notes at the end of each chapter. It is definitely recommended 
for college level readers and others interested in abstract topics. 

Marion Stein, retired librarian
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Cohen, Mark. Overweight Sensation: The Life and Comedy of Allan Sherman. Waltham, MA: Brandeis 
University Press, 2013. 353 pp. $29.95. (9781611682564). $28.99. (9781611684278).

One of the fascinations of the early 1960s was the humorous re-making of famous songs by Allan Sherman. 
Captured in a series of live performances, they remain a cultural icon. This biography tells the funny and heart-
breaking story of their creator.

Sherman’s life was a long series of tragic circumstances. His parents divorced early, and Allan lived for a time 
with his grandparents, who provided a semblance of security. In college, he was active in theatrical productions, 
but he was suspended and finally dropped out (or was expelled). He arrived in New York at the beginning of 
the Television era, and is credited with creating “I’ve Got a Secret,” which he produced throughout the 1950s. 
After losing his job and moving to Hollywood, he got his break in 1962 when Warner Bros. Records signed 
him to record several albums. The first record, “My Son, the Folk Singer” (which included “Sarah Jackman” 
and “Shake Hands with your Uncle Max”) sold a million copies. Over the next few years several other records 
brought Sherman tremendous fame. The book uses his lyrics to explain his importance in creating specific Jewish 
characters where prior comics had focused on assimilation into generic American society. Cohen also describes 
Sherman’s rise and fall in terms of his wish for a perfect, eternal childhood. He does not evade the sordid 
elements of Sherman’s life, including overeating, drinking, and sex that eventually led to his death in 1973, just 
short of his 50th birthday. On the other hand, he does not dwell on them. 

Overweight Sensation may be read as both a personal biography and as a commentary on the Jewish struggle 
for acceptance. It would be appropriate for any synagogue library, and could be used by college and university 
classes in American Jewish history. 

Fred Isaac, Temple Sinai, Oakland, CA

Cohen, Norman J. Masking and Unmasking Ourselves: Interpreting Biblical Texts on Clothing and Identity. 
Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2012. 196 pp. $24.99. (9781580234610).

This book gives great insight into the Jewish understanding of the power of clothing as revealed in biblical 
texts. Masking and Unmasking Ourselves is organized by the order in which stories and characters appear in 
the Torah. The book chronicles the story of each biblical character and his/her relationship with clothing, and 
it discusses certain special pieces of clothing that were gifted to biblical characters. A wonderful narrative is 
woven throughout which adds significantly to the interest, beauty, and flow of this work. The biblical characters 
seem to come alive as they are discussed. Tremendous insights are shared and poignant questions are posed 
to the reader, serving, it seems, not only as food for thought but also as a way to connect to us and our modern 
clothing. Another superb aspect of this book is the way in which ideas about clothing are reinforced through 
references to great works of literature, including Homer, Shakespeare, Steinbeck, and Orwell. A solid addition 
to any Judaica collection this book is recommended.

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

Cohen, Yoel. God, Jews and the Media: Religion and Israel’s Media (Routledge Jewish Studies Series). London: 
Routledge, 2012. 258 pp. $133.00. (9780415475037). 

The interaction of media and religion can be fascinating in any culture, let alone in Israel where religion 
and society are intertwined in unusual and distinctive ways. The largely secular mainstream media engages 
the religious communities far more often than in the United States. The Haredi and Dati Leumi have their own 
particular methods of consuming, generating and interacting with the media, particularly in the internet age. 
Cohen adroitly analyses these complex relationships.

God, Jews and the Media is a data-dump of statistics making the book an invaluable resource though at the 
same time, a bit of a chore to slog through. Essential for academic libraries. 

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

Collins, John J. and Daniel C. Harlow (eds). Early Judaism: a Comprehensive Overview. Grand Rapids, MI: 
William B. Eerdmans, c2012. 467 pp. $35.00. (9780802869227). 

The study of “early Judaism” or “Second Temple Judaism” has been the subject of controversy and undergone 
considerable change in recent years. While some scholars try to emphasis differences between the religions of the 4th 
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century B.C.E. to the 2nd century C.E. to what emerged later, others try to demonstrate a narrative of a continuous flow 
of history. In the past, scholars tended to view this period through the lens of the Christian Bible and/or Rabbinic 
literature. Late twentieth-century scholarship brought about the view that the theology of the time was far more 
fragmented than previously portrayed. The availability of the larger corpus of the Dead Sea Scrolls in the 1990s greatly 
expanded our understanding of this period. While there is an extraordinary amount of scholarship being done in this 
field, until now, precious little of it has trickled down to standard reference works. In 2011, AJL awarded The Eerdmans 
Dictionary of Early Judaism an honorable mention for our Reference Award. In my review for the Awards Committee, 
I noted that the introductory essays would make an excellent textbook all by itself. It looks like Eerdmans had the same 
idea, culling the majority of these essays, making a few minor corrections and adding the dictionary entries for Philo 
and Josephus to make up the present volume. Essential for academic libraries. 

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

Damashek, Richard. A Brand Plucked from the Fire: The Life of Rabbi Herman E. Schaalman. Jersey City, NJ: 
KTAV Publishing House, 2013. 660 pp. $35.00. (9781602802278).

There are many books about modern rabbis and their accomplishments. Professor Richard Damashek has 
added to this shelf with this biography and appreciation of his friend and mentor, Rabbi Herman E. Schaalman.

The author’s devotion to the details of Schaalman’s life is extraordinary. Born in Germany, the rabbi was one 
of five students (another was W. Gunther Plaut) at the Wissenschaft des Judentums in Berlin who were chosen to 
emigrate and to study at Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati in 1935. (A few years later HUC brought Rabbi 
A. J. Heschel to the US.) After receiving smicha in 1941, Schaalman served in Cedar Rapids, Iowa before moving 
to Chicago as Regional Director of the UAHC. While in that position he helped found OSRUI, the Reform 
movement’s first summer camp. In 1956 he returned to the congregational rabbinate at Emanuel Congregation 
in Chicago (following Rabbi Felix Levy) where he served for thirty years. 

Since his retirement in 1986, Schaalman has continued his active schedule, including weekly Torah Study, 
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about which he is especially passionate. Damashek also extensively discusses the rabbi’s involvement in the 
re-orientation of the Reform movement’s liturgy (including comments on Mishkan T’filah, the current prayer 
book); his passion for Israel, and the intricacies of his evolving theology from his days at HUC until the present.  

Richard Damashek has done yeoman’s work in compiling Rabbi Schaalman’s life and achievements. It is a 
valuable study of one of the last survivors among the mid-century Reform Rabbinate. For those interested in that 
generation, this is a useful addition. Its level of detail, however, makes it more suited for scholarly and research 
collections than for synagogue libraries. 

Fred Isaac, Temple Sinai, Oakland, CA

Dozeman, Thomas, B and Thomas Römer, and Konrad Schmid (eds). Pentateuch, Hexateuch, or Enneateuch?: 
Identifying Literary Works in Genesis through Kings. Leiden: Brill (Society of Biblical Literature. Ancient 
Israel and its Literature, 8), 2011. 313 pp. $166.00. (9789004202504).

This work explores the problems that scholars, from the time of von Rad and Noth to the present, have 
addressed as they tried to identify the micro-compositional processes that led to the forming of the overall 
macro-structural literary unit of Genesis-Kings. Among the questions the book asks: “What are the inter-
textual and intra-textual relationships of the Pentateuch and Former Prophets?”; “What are the criteria by 
which interpreters identify literary works in these texts as a source for attempting to recover the composition 
history of these texts?”, and “What are the methodologies for mapping the literary history of these texts?” 
The book’s eleven papers examine the literary units in Genesis-2 Kings within a literary context. It is divided into 
two parts: Methodological Studies, and Case Studies. One example is the essay by David Carr, which examines 
the relationship between Samuel-Kings and Chronicles, demonstrating that there is received material unique 
to each history, as well as shared received materials. He then examines the inter-textual links each has to the 
Pentateuch, differentiating between shared intra-textual links unique to either Samuel-Kings or to Chronicles. 
Some readers might feel that the lack of a central unifying thesis in the hodgepodge of eleven essays is a drawback. 
While the writing style of these essays may also seem to sometimes be dense, difficult, opaque, and filled with 
academic nomenclature, decoding it is well worth the effort. The book brings North American and European 
approaches to the topic into a common dialogue.

For the specialist this book will be an update on academic research, and for the Biblical generalist, it is an 
introduction to the problem of the literary relationship between the Pentateuch and Former Prophets. Includes 
bibliographical references and index.

Dr. David B Levy, Touro College, NY

Eaton, Henry. The Origins and Onset of the Romanian Holocaust. Detroit, MI: Wayne State University Press, 
2013. 192 pp. $29.95. (9780814338728).

A great deal of literature has been published on the Shoah; little, however, can be found in English that deals 
with the Jewish bloodshed in Romania at the hands of Romanians and Nazis during World War II. Eaton, a retired 
history professor from the University of North Texas, focuses on the destruction of the Jewish community of Iaşi 
on the night of June 28, 1941 and Stânca Rosnovanu on July 20, 1941. In addition to describing these particular 
gruesome events, and employing a substantive number of Romanian sources, he provides a history of Jews in 
Romania and the often violent Christian hostility toward them. The background to Romania’s behavior toward 
its Jewish population is traced to the development of fascism and the rise of ultra-right nationalism in the 1930s. 
A description of the Romanian government’s anti-Semitic legislation, the paramilitary groups working with the 
army and the collaboration with the allied Nazi Germany is further provided. There also is an examination of the 
connection between the German and Romanian armies involved in the mass executions in Romania. Any library 
with a section devoted to the Holocaust will find this book a fine addition.

Sanford R. Silverburg, Catawba College, Salisbury, NC

Etshalom, Yitzchak. Between the Lines of the Bible: Exodus: A Study from the New School of Orthodox Torah 
Commentary. Jerusalem; New York: Urim Publications; OU Press, 2012. 220 pp. $26.95. (9789655241774). 

Sensing danger in the secular, academic approach to Bible study, much of the Orthodox world has retreated 
to narrow readings of selective midrashim and homilitics. Etshalom advocates a return to the more weighty 
approaches of traditional Biblical commentators bolstered by the tools offered by academia. 
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While these studies on the Book of Exodus are valuable in and of themselves, they could also be seen as textbook for 
Orthodox educators. Prefacing each chapter is a note on methodology, making the techniques of the study transparent. An 
excellent collection of essays for lovers of Tanakh from a master teacher. Particularly recommended for synagogue libraries. 

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

Faierstein, Morris. Jewish Customs of Kabbalistic Origin: Their History and Practice. Boston: Academic 
Studies Press, 2013. 130 pp. $59.00. (9781618112521). 

The influence of Kabbalah on everyday Jewish practice is far more pervasive than one might realize. Many 
customs that we take for granted today are only a mere 500 years old and were far from universally accepted. 
Faierstein guides the reader through synagogue practice as well as Shabbat and the holidays pointing out customs 
introduced by the kabbalists; those that stuck and those lost to history, as well as kabbalistic justifications for 
existing minhagim. An excellent book, but given the price tag, I wish it had covered more ground. 

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

Frieze, Donna-Lee (ed). Totally unofficial: The Autobiography of Raphael Lemkin. New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2013. xxvii, 239 pp. $35.00. (9780300186963).

Raphael Lemkin is known for inventing the term “genocide” and advocating for the international adoption 
of a treaty known as the U.N. Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide. 
Today, Lemkin is a popular topic among scholars, and this book provides an opportunity to learn firsthand 
about the life and work of a Holocaust survivor who devoted his life to making genocide an international 
crime. Lemkin, a lawyer, fled his native Poland in 1939, traveling throughout Europe and eventually 
coming to the U.S. via Japan. He had almost completed this autobiography when he died in 1959. Edited 
by Donna-Lee Frieze, Totally Unofficial also includes notes, chapter outlines, a bibliography, and an index. 
The book concentrates on Lemkin’s efforts in the newly-formed U.N. following the International Military Tribunal 
at Nuremburg in 1945-1946, which according to him punished Nazis but did not punish future genocide. He 
worked tirelessly with leaders from various nations, documenting his case with historical examples of genocide, 
and publishing articles and books which sought to identify and name as genocide the deliberate obliteration of 
people based on their national, ethnic, racial or religious identity. Lemkin’s narrative focuses more on his work 
than on his personal life; suffice to say that his own experience, combined with deep empathy and intelligence, 
motivated him to create a human rights legacy that endures today. Recommended.

Amanda Seigel, Dorot Jewish Division, New York Public Library

Galperin, Misha. Reimagining Leadership in Jewish Organizations: Ten Practical Lessons to Help You Implement 
Change and Achieve Your Goals. Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights, 2013. 154 pp. $16.99. (9781580234924).

In his introduction to Reimagining Leadership, Misha Galperin makes reference to the de-ghettoizing of Jewish 
communities in North America. As notions of community and tradition have changed and as a larger number of 
Jewish organizations have competed for their share of the same diminishing charitable donations, leaders have 
needed to evolve so that they can maintain successful projects while taking on new challenges. Galperin has 
distilled the lessons he has learned during the course of 16 years in Jewish communal service into chapters about 
such topics as forming partnerships, maintaining a vision, mentoring, taking risks, and inspiration.

Rather than merely parroting the latest advice from secular business gurus, Galperin often finds parallels to 
such ideas in Jewish sources or tries to apply a Jewish spin to it. In the chapter on vision, he clearly demonstrates the 
difference between a vision and a mission by presenting the Exodus from Egypt as a series of missions guided by 
an overarching vision. Galperin also draws upon examples from his own personal and professional experiences, 
making the book partly a biography of an immigrant who became a clinical psychologist before entering the 
world of Jewish charities. One of the most fascinating mini-narratives he tells is about how he reacted to the news 
of the 9/11 attacks, having only started as CEO of the Jewish Federation of Greater Washington in July.

By providing a synthesis of Jewish philosophy, proven business principles, and Jewish communal work 
experiences, Galperin has given the gift of a blueprint for assisting successful Jewish organizations to continue 
to be successful and for helping struggling ones to try to improve. The book is recommended for the library 
collections of Jewish schools, synagogues and organizations, as well as public libraries. 

Steven M. Bergson, MLIS
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Gavison, Ruth (ed). The Two-State Solution: The UN Partition Resolution of Mandatory Palestine – Analysis 
and Sources. NY: Bloomsbury, 2013. 304 pp. $39.95. (9781623566074).

A compact analysis is presented on the current debate over the old question of bi-nationalism for Israelis 
and Palestinians. The central theme here is UN Resolution 181, which was the UN’s partition plan for mandated 
Palestine, passed in 1947. The book is in large part a product of a conference celebrating the founding of the 
Metzilah Center; the conference subject title was “The November 29th Partition Resolution—Sixty Years Later.” 
Gavison is Haim H. Cohn Professor Emerita of Human Rights at the Faculty of Law, the Hebrew University. She 
covers the topic in two parts: part one has five essays with three Israeli and two Palestinian authors; part two, 
which is far more extensive than part one, is a collection of original source documents. The authors, through 
the essays and sources, examine and analyze the arguments for and against partitioning mandatory Palestine 
in 1947. The internal debate in both the Israeli and Palestinian communities is similar to the current political 
debate over a one or a two state solution to the Arab-Israeli conflict. This is an important contribution to this 
monumentally historic event. Additionally it’s a fine text for a Jewish discussion group, particularly for those 
unfamiliar with the historical foundation of Israel.

Sanford R. Silverburg, Catawba College, Salisbury, NC
 
Glickman, Rabbi Elaine Rose. The Messiah and the Jews: Three thousand years of Tradition, Belief and Hope. 
Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2013. 151 pp. $16.99. (9781580236904).

The Messiah and the Jews is a provocative new exploration into the significance of the Messiah for Jews in the 
past, as well as the implications and meaning of the concept for the contemporary community. Employing a wide 
variety of primary and secondary sources (from Biblical Midrash to the writings of Abraham Joshua Heschel), 
Glickman evaluates the various manifestations of the Messiah throughout Jewish history. She examines not only 
the well-known prince of peace concept of the Davidic Messiah, but also the warrior Messiah that is featured 
in Apocalyptic literature (i.e., Sefer Zerubbabel), a genre which finds its origins among Jews in the third century 
BCE. She explores the idea that the Messiah will change everything, discussing two seemingly contradictory 
elements—that redemption will perfect the world and, at the same time, will see the world destroyed. Glickman 
also evaluates the belief that the Messiah will establish God’s dominion, exploring the identity and role of Elijah, 
as well as the question of whether the wicked will be brought to justice in the face of God’s dominion.

Ultimately, Glickman is dissatisfied with these models, arguing that they are inadequate, failing to provide a modern, 
mystical path to redemption. She looks at the suffering servant of the book of Isaiah, long viewed by Christians as a 
reference to the Messiah, and explains that it has always been viewed by Jews as a reference to the Jews themselves. She 
also notes that Hasidism emerged as a response that “…sought to ‘neutralize’ messianic longing among its adherents 
by emphasizing individual communion with God over imminent universal salvation.” Combining these two ideas, 
Glickman espouses an alternative concept of the Messiah which, she argues, can be found in us all.

Randall C. Belinfante, American Sephardi Federation

Gold, Rabbi Shefa. The Magic of Hebrew Chanting: Healing the Spirit, Transforming the Mind, Deepening 
Love. Woodstock, Vermont: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2013. 326 pp. $24.99. (9781580236713).

Chanting is a form of meditation. Rabbi Shefa Gold has written a book presenting both the theory of chanting 
and also providing musical notations for her popular chants. Gold explains that the root: zayin-mem-resh (רמז) 
for chanting “has a double meaning: z-m-r means to chant, but it also means to prune.” By chanting, we are 
removing the nonessential and uncovering our soul or neshamah. Chanting can bring spirituality, healing 
and togetherness as a community. The book is well organized and the explanations are clear. One suggestion, 
however, I would also purchase Gold’s audio discs if you truly want to experience the power of chanting. If you 
can play a musical instrument, you can play and sing the chants yourself. 

Ellen Share, Librarian, Washington Hebrew Congregation

Goodman, Martin et al (eds), Toleration Within Judaism. Oxford: The Littman Library, 2013. 235 pp. $49.50. 
(9781906764173).

Jews are vulnerable when they are divided. This can be avoided when Jews tolerate the views of other Jews. 
This work challenges the notion that toleration was a product of the post- Reformation period and the seventeenth 
century European Enlightenment. It argues that the existence of separate Judaism(s) dates back to at least the 
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second Temple and continues to the present. The book charts specific cases and notions of toleration across 
the centuries, exploring the tensions and negotiations between continuity and change that emerge throughout 
Judaism. At the same time, the authors are aware that Jewish history is replete with cases of intolerance, such 
as the prophet Elijah putting the Baal prophets to death on Mount Carmel; Pinchas; Alexander Janneaus in the 
1st century BCE putting to death 6000 Jews; the censorship of Jewish books, such as the burning of Maimonides’ 
works in the 13th century; persecution of Hasidim in the late eighteenth century, etc. 

The chapter titles are: “Toleration Within Judaism From the 2nd Temple to the Present;” “House of Hillel 
and Shammai in the Mishnah;” “Notion of Tolerable Error from the Mishnah to Maimondes”; “Talmudic 
Controversies in post-Talmudic Eyes;” “Toleration in the Ghetto of Venice”; “Prescribing Toleration at the Paris 
Sanhedrin;” Islets of Toleration among the Jews of Curacao;” “Toleration and Compromise and Mixed Seating 
Patterns in Orthodox Synagogues in the U.S.A;” and “Causes of Toleration.”

Includes bibliographical references and index. This well written and excellent book is recommended for all libraries.
Dr. David B Levy, Touro College, NY

Gray, Todd and Ellen Kassoff Gray. The New Jewish Table: Modern Seasonal Recipes for Traditional Dishes. 
New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2013. 326 pp. $35.00. (9781250004451).

The Grays own Equinox, a popular Washington, D.C. restaurant. They are an interfaith couple who have 
written a beautiful cookbook featuring seasonal foods. While not strictly kosher, the recipes are labeled meat, 
dairy, or pareve. If there are alternative ingredients that may be substituted to comply with dietary laws, they 
are included. The book is divided into sections by season and then by meal: brunch, lunch, and dinner. There are 
main dishes, side dishes, and desserts for each meal. A separate section offers holiday meals for Rosh Hashanah, 
Yom Kippur break the fast, Hanukkah, and Passover. Many of the recipes are contemporary interpretations of 
classic Jewish dishes: Yukon Gold and Sweet Potato Latkes, Modern Style Tzimmes, Matzo-Stuffed Cornish 
Game Hens. Others are original creations that will make any meal a memorable occasion: Brussels Sprout Petal 
Sauté, Etrog Cake, Grilled Wild Rockfish Fillets with Avocado and Salsa. The authors provide commentary 
about each dish, explaining how they came to create it and how it fits into Jewish culinary traditions. Serious 
cooks will appreciate this lovely book. It would be a thoughtful gift as well. 

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

Green, Kenneth Hart. Leo Strauss and the Rediscovery of Maimonides. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2013. 207 pp. $31.50. (9780226307015).

From the perspective of Jewish studies, it is impossible to speak of the rediscovery of Maimonides, since 
he has not been forgotten for a moment. The rediscovery in this title refers mostly to the discipline of political 
and moral philosophy, asserting that the writings of Leo Strauss were directly responsible for introducing 
the thought of Maimonides to a wide audience of contemporary philosophers that would not otherwise have 
thought to read a medieval work such as The Guide for the Perplexed. At the same time, it also makes the claim that 
the scholars of Jewish philosophy who preceded Strauss woefully misunderstood Maimonides, and that Strauss 
is the only one to have penetrated the true meaning of Maimonidean thought. In 2012, Kenneth Hart Green 
published a collection of Strauss’s essays about Maimonides, and this book is intended as a companion volume 
to the collection. Green synthesizes Strauss’s thoughts about Maimonides, providing their intellectual context 
and chronological development. A central theme of the book is how and why Strauss believed that Maimonides 
held the keys to unlocking the problems encountered by modern Western people. Green’s deep familiarity with 
Strauss’s writings allows him to blend them into an integrated whole, and the footnotes to the book provide 
references to ongoing developments in scholarship. 

Pinchas Roth, Ben Gurion University of the Negev, Beer-Sheva

Harding, Thomas. Hanns and Rudolf: The True Story of the German Jew Who Tracked Down and Caught the 
Kommandant of Auschwitz. New York, NY: Simon & Schuster 2013. xxi, 338pp. $17.59. (9781476711843) HC. 
Reviewed from an ARC.

Thomas Harding discovered at his great-uncle’s funeral, on December 28, 2006, that his grand-mother’s 
brother, Hanns Alexander, was the one who brought the Kommandant of Auschwitz, Rudolf Höss, to justice. At 
the end of World War II, Hanns (Howard Harvey) Alexander was serving as a Captain in the British War Crimes 
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Investigation Team. On his own initiative he tracked down Rudolf Höss, who was working as Franz Lang, and 
delivered him in 1946 to the Nuremberg Trials.

Hanns and Rudolf presents the life of both Hanns Alexander and Rudolf Höss drawn on the personal and 
historical background of the period 1901 to 1946. Thomas Harding leads the reader in the footsteps of his research 
and findings. Alternate chapters follow each protagonist in a most objective manner. Indeed, Harding succeeds in 
humanizing Höss to a level where the reader confronts evil and human behavior as fundamentals of societal norms.

The book includes extensive notes, family trees, research sources, bibliography, maps, photos, illustrations, 
and an index. Hanns and Rudolf is a worthwhile addition to any Holocaust collection starting with high schools 
and continuing to academic libraries, public libraries and special historical collections. It is a complement to 
Höss’s own autobiography which he wrote before his execution on April 16, 1947.

Nira G. Wolfe, Independent researcher, Highland Park, IL; Head Librarian Hebrew Theological College (retired), Skokie, IL

Ingram, Kevin (ed). The Conversos and Moriscos in Late Medieval Spain and Beyond: The Morisco Issue 
(Studies in Medieval and Reformation Traditions). Leiden: Brill Academic Publications, 2012, 278 pp. $144.00. 
(9789004228597).

In this, the intriguing second volume of The Conversos and Moriscos in Late Medieval Spain and Beyond, the 
focus is on the world of the Moriscos, Spanish Muslims who in the face of expulsions, popular prejudices, and 
a hostile inquisition were forced to convert to Christianity. The product of a 2008 conference in Segovia, this 
work is a compilation of 12 essays, exploring the degree to which the Moriscos assimilated into the dominant 
Christian world while at the same time preserving their Muslim traditions. In some regions extensive mercantile 
networks persisted, enabling the Moriscos to preserve much of their culture. In other regions, such as the 
Canary Islands, assimilation occurred with relative ease, largely because the Moriscos on these islands were 
not descendants of the Spanish-Muslim population, but of slaves captured in the 15th and 16th centuries. The 
Moriscos of Spain itself tended to be torn between the stress of trying to maintain their faith and culture in the 
face of pressures to assimilate while permitting the syncretism that came with living in the hostile environment of 
Christian Spain. Two other essays attempt to examine 
and penetrate the ambiguity and obfuscation in the 
scurrilous denunciations of Crypto-Jews and Crypto-
Muslims found in the stories by Cervantes and Lope 
de Vega. As with the preceding work concerning 
the Conversos, this volume provides an important 
exploration of the perplexing, sometimes ambiguous, 
world made manifest where cultures collide. It 
is a must for any scholar or library interested in 
religious and cultural history and the syncretism that 
arose in the world of late medieval Spain.

Randall C. Belinfante, American Sephardi Federation

Joseph, Ruth. Jewish Traditional Cooking: Over 150 
Nostalgic & Contemporary Jewish Recipes. Lanham, 
MD: Kyle Books, 2013. 240 pp. $29.95. (9781906868888). 

Ruth Joseph’s purpose in writing Jewish Traditional 
Cooking is to present the reader with nostalgic recipes 
which will remind him/her of the balebosta (super 
homemaker) in the family. The introduction discusses 
kashrut laws and the difficulty our ancestors had 
keeping kosher. Both Ashkenazi and Sephardi recipes 
are included. An interesting feature of each recipe is a 
sidebar which gives a brief history of the dish or the 
main ingredient. Some of the recipes are tasty, but 
most do not sound very inviting. When eggs are part 
of the recipe, the directions call for organic free-range 
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eggs. (This reader wonders why such specificity is necessary!) The full-page color photographs of the food are 
beautiful and appetizing. A one-page glossary of Yiddish terms is helpful for the nontraditional reader and 
an index helps the cook find specific recipes. There is a separate chapter for Passover recipes and pickles and 
preserves. Recommended as an alternative selection for most libraries.

Ilka Gordon, On Site Director, Aaron Garber Library, Cleveland, OH

Klawans, Jonathan. Josephus and the Theologies of Ancient Judaism. New York: The Oxford University Press, 
2012. 373 pp. $74.00. (9780199928613).

The author, Jonathan Klawans, is a recognized scholar on ancient Judaism and has continued his research 
in this area with this work. The book is divided into five chapters plus a conclusion and appendix. The book 
focuses on the theological disputes between the Pharisees, Sadducees and Essenes through the lens of the 
writings of Josephus. Such topics as fate, free will, immortality, resurrection, sacred scripture and oral tradition 
are all examined in the light of first century testimony. The book concludes with discussion of the theological 
crisis after the destruction of the Temple and the appendix refers to a third century work by Christian writer 
Hippolytus with details on the Pharisees, Sadducees and Essenes that closely resembles the works of Josephus. 
The book demonstrates exhaustive research with eighty pages of notes and a thirty page bibliography. This book 
would be a fine addition to any library seeking to develop in the areas of Jewish theology and history.

Arthur G. Quinn, St. Vincent de Paul Seminary, Boynton Beach, FL

Koren Talmud Bavli, Vol.5: Tractate Eiruvin, Part 2. Commentary by Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz. 1st 
Hebrew/English edition. Jerusalem, Shefa Foundation: Koren Publishers, 2012-2013 (9789653015678).

Comparisons to the Artscroll Talmud, the only other English translation of the Talmud of recent vintage 
is inevitable. Whereas the Artscroll Talmud remains wholly based on the Vilna edition of the Talmud, in 
the Steinsaltz edition the content is placed side by side next to the English and follows more of a topical and 
conceptual approach. If the reader is interested in referring to the standard Vilna Shas format, he or she can 
access it in the back of the volume.  Because of the departure, Talmudic arguments in the Steinsaltz Talmud 
become easier and more natural to follow than they do in the Artscroll Talmud. Another noticeable difference is 
the transliteration that follows a modern, academic approach.

Koren’s Hebrew fonts are clear and easy to read and will be familiar to readers of other Koren books. The 
Steinsaltz Talmud is replete with beautiful pictures that illuminate the Talmudic discussion. The notes on the sides of 
each page offer helpful insights to the discussion, pointing out parallel topics in the Talmud, historical information, 
linguistic comparisons and subsequent and practical legal (halakhic) developments. The edition opens with several 
approbations (haskamot) from well-known Orthodox Rabbis, some of them dating from the 60s and 70s, that were 
written for the initial Hebrew-only version of the Steinsaltz Talmud. This edition includes an excellent introduction 
that focuses not only on the tractate at hand but also discusses the Talmudic endeavor as a whole.

Tractate Eiruvin is considered one of the most difficult tractates in the Talmud. Much of the material about the 
joining of courtyards and physical boundaries critical to the ability to carry on the Sabbath is both conceptually 
and technically complex. This volume is replete with helpful drawings, diagrams, pictures and charts.

The new Steinsaltz English Talmud is a welcome addition to the Jewish library and any student of the 
Talmud who is willing to depart from the standard Vilna Talmud format will find the layout easy to follow 
and helpful in elucidating the often complex Talmudic texts. Those that find the philosophical worldview of 
Artscroll alien will find the Steinsaltz Talmud more open and inviting.

David Tesler, Yonkers, NY

Kuhr, Moshe David. The Lion Cub of Prague: Thought, Kabbala, Hashkafa from Gur Arye. Exodus & Leviticus. 
Jerusalem: Gefen, 2012. 220 pp. $24.95 (9789652295613).

Dr. Kuhr continues his series translating excerpts of the Gur Aryeh, the Maharal of Prague’s supercommentary 
on Rashi into English. This is not designed to be a critical edition, but is aimed at the lay reader. The Maharal 
presents Rashi through the lens of kabbalah, indeed operating on the anachronistic assumption that Rashi 
himself was a mekubal. Kuhr helpfully puts the Maharal’s comments into a greater context and sometimes offers 
insights from the Maharal’s other works. Recommended for synagogue libraries.

Daniel Scheide, Librarian, Wimberly Library, Florida Atlantic University, Boca Raton, FL; RAS President, AJL
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Lau, Rabbi Binyamin. The Sages: Character, Context & Creativity. Jerusalem: Maggid/ Koren Publishers, 
2013. 390 pp. $24.95. (9781592642472).

This third volume in Rabbi Binyamin Lau’s books on “The Sages” is a continuation of a superb series. 
The work creates a composite of Jewish leadership and life during important eras in Jewish history. It delves 
specifically into the lives of the Jewish leaders who were a major influence on Jewish life, collectively referred 
to as Chazal. The first volume deals with the Second Temple period; the Second volume deals with the Yavneh 
period through the Bar Kokhba Revolt, and this third volume deals with the Galilean period. Rabbi Lau’s use of 
secular historical texts, Jewish historical texts, and religious texts reveals the depth of his knowledge. The reader 
comes away with a remarkable understanding of the time period and the attitudes of the Jewish leadership. 
Some of the outstanding personalities included in this volume are: Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai, Elisha Ben Abuya, 
Rabbi Meir, Rabban Shimon Ben Gamliel, and there is a solid chapter on Bruria. This set is destined to be a classic 
that every Jewish library should have and it is highly recommended for all Jewish libraries.

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

Megargee, G. and M. Dean. Encyclopedia of CAMPS and GHETTOS, 1933-1945. Volume 2: Ghettos in German-
Occupied Eastern Europe. Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2012. 1962 pp. $295.00. 
(9780253355997 [v.2: set]).

This landmark second volume of a planned seven volume series, published in association with the United 
States Holocaust Memorial Museum, describes in its preface a meeting which took place after the publication 
of the first volume between its editors and the survivors who volunteer at the Museum. The editors and the 
survivors had very different perspectives on the work: the editors saw it as a groundbreaking and heuristic 
academic research and reference tool; the survivors recognized its deeper value in documenting “all the unknown 
or barely known places,” the hundreds of “unrecognizable and ‘nameless’” camp sites, and they expressed 
immense gratitude to see those sites and their victims “lifted out of obscurity at last.”

This review is written from the latter perspective. I am not a student or scholar of the Holocaust, and my 
personal knowledge of this subject is also limited: my parents only told us that we had no family left in Europe, 
that they were all wiped out in the camps. But I do know the names of their towns of origin: Khodorkov and 
Łomża. The Encyclopedia is arranged geographically by German-administered region. So profound was my 
ignorance that I did not know what regions to look under. Thankfully, there is a very helpful Reader’s Guide 
and place name and family name indices, as well as an index of organizations and enterprises. In the place name 
index, I found that Khodorkov was in the Zhytomyr region, now part of central Ukraine and southern Belarus. 
Łomża was in the Bialystok region of eastern Poland.

This is where the going got tough, as I read the meticulously documented accounts of the pre-1939 history and 
demography of these towns, and then the specific, harrowing details of the brutal humiliation and coordinated 
liquidation of their Jewish populations. For example, I discovered that the 1921 population of Łomża was 22,014, 
including 9,131 Jews, “the third-largest Jewish population of any locality in the pre-war Bialystok” region. The 
last paragraph of the Łomża entry states “No more than 16 of Łomża’s concentration camp prisoners lived to see 
the war’s end.” 

Complete source lists include archival sources as well as secondary accounts. Footnotes use abbreviations 
which refer to archives and other sources of information. There is a very useful list of abbreviations, from which 
I was able to ascertain that much of the data on Łomża comes from the AŻIH (Archiwum Żydowskiego Instytutu 
Historycznego [Archive of the Jewish Historical Institute], Warsaw), for example. An essential addition to any 
public or academic library with significant collections of Holocaust literature or Jewish genealogy.

Helen Laurence, MLS, Ed.D., Technical Services Librarian, Florida Atlantic University Libraries, Boca Raton, FL

Olitzky, Kerry M. and Stuart Matlins (eds). Jewish Men Pray: Words of Yearning, Praise, Petition, Gratitude 
and Wonder from traditional and Contemporary Sources. Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2013. 364 
pp. $19.99. (9781580236287).

There has been an upsurge in the number of books about prayer recently, including several books on the 
subject ostensibly relating to each gender. This collection by Rabbi Olitzky and the founder of Jewish Lights 
Publishing presents writings from many hands on a wide range of topics.

The volume opens with a series of short essays on “The Purpose of Prayer and its Structure” by Lawrence 

Reviews of Nonfiction Titles for Adults



AJL Reviews November/December 201332

Reviews of Nonfiction Titles for Adults

Hoffman, Lawrence Kushner, and others. They invite the reader to understand the power and the limits of 
approaching God. The body of the work contains over 200 short pieces, both poems and short essays; almost all 
of them are under two pages long. The pieces are divided among eight sections of varying length, with subtitles 
such as “Yearning for God,” “Our Physical Lives,” and “Protection”. The authors are mostly contemporary rabbis, 
but the book also contains Rabbinic sages, medieval writers, and Hasidic masters; there are also a few women, 
including Rabbi Karyn Kedar. The sections are somewhat unsystematic, allowing for wonderful surprises but 
also lacking obvious organizing principles. Overall, it is not directed specifically at men or their issues, but at 
universal situations, though it is possible to find many pieces that will resonate with men. 

Jewish Men Pray may be of great benefit to a variety of users. Counselors will doubtless find individual 
pieces just the right thing at moments of crisis. Rabbis can comb it for words of wisdom for use in sermons on all 
occasions. Though it has an author index, there is no title index, so it cannot be easily used as a Reference source. 
Nevertheless, this book certainly has a place in synagogue libraries, and on clergy shelves. 

Fred Isaac, Temple Sinai, Oakland, CA

Patten, Howard. Israel and the Cold War: Diplomacy, Strategy and the Policy of the Periphery at the United 
Nations. London and New York: I.B. Tauris, 2013. 234 pp. $95.00. (9781848858084).

The subject here is Israel’s “peripheral policy” as a part of its overall foreign policy at a time when the superpowers 
were involved in the colloquial Cold War. The policy was the idea of Israel’s first director of Mossad, the country’s 
intelligence agency. Patten is a Teaching Fellow at the Middle East and Mediterranean Studies program at the 
London-based King’s College. He points out that in order to maneuver in a condition of high risk security, Israel 
maintained relations with the non-contiguous, non-Muslim Arab states of Turkey and Iran and Christian Ethiopia. 
Israel and Turkey were both interested in strengthening ties with the West to bolster a perceived threat from Russia, 
and they had close diplomatic relations until the Israeli Operation Cast Lead against terrorists in Gaza in 2008-2009, 
and the Mavi Marmara incident in 2010. Israel’s policy on Iran is covered for the period 1956 to 1982. Its relationship 
with the Shah’s Iran was fine until the revolution there in 1979 and until slightly later when hatred for Israel turned 
to hardship for the country’s Jewish population. The Israeli interest in Ethiopia was originally patterned as part 
of its Africa policy. It later evolved into a concern for the Beita Yisrael, the resident Ethiopian Jewish community, 
and bringing them to Israel. This is a serious contribution to the understanding of Israeli foreign policy toward the 
region and of interest to those who follow Israeli foreign policy developments.

Sanford R. Silverburg, Catawba College, Salisbury, NC

Patterson, David. Genocide in Jewish Thought. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2012, 264 pp. 
$85.50. (9781107011045).

This book’s key thesis; namely, that genocide is the ultimate outcome of philosophical and theological 
totalitarian thought, is set forth in three main components. The first component is depersonalization, or the 
notion that the mass murder of human beings begins with the abstraction of humanity from actual flesh and 
blood to that of faceless members of a species. The second is that the solution to mass murder must be grounded 
in a concrete mode of thought. The third component is that Jewish thought, as opposed to those of other major 
world religions, provides good soil for such a concrete grounding.

The first chapter is a survey of Jewish philosophy and addresses the question of what specifically makes 
it Jewish in contrast to Christian and Muslim thought, and how some abstract thinking in those religions has 
been conducive to the depersonalization of the individual. Chapter two describes the dangers of Enlightenment 
philosophy and its offshoots in the key areas of freedom, autonomy, egocentrism and nihilism and the connections 
between these philosophies and ideas and genocidal thought. Chapter three pivots from the philosophical to 
the theological and discusses how “the stranger” is treated in Christianity and Islam and then contrasts that to 
Judaism’s relationship to the stranger. The fourth chapter turns to the third component of the book and the ways 
in which Jewish thought provides the grounding to fight genocidal thought and action. The author explores the 
concept of “Nefesh” or “Soul” within Judaism and how the “absolute sanctity of the body” is a “dimension of 
the soul”. The soul is not an abstract concept in Judaism, but it is tightly interwoven with the physical body. The 
fifth chapter may strike many as controversial in its discussion of environmentalist philosophy and agendas and 
the potential danger inherent in the elevation of environment above people. Chapter six addresses torture and 
specifically how torture is an assault on the soul and by what means torture takes root in fundamentalist society. 
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The penultimate chapter is about home and family and how the attack on each contributes to genocidal activity. 
The final chapter summarizes the key thesis of the book. 

Patterson’s work is accessible to the non-scholar and will be of great interest to anyone interested in the 
philosophical and theological underpinnings of genocide and how philosophy and theology could be used in an 
effort to protect mankind against such horrors.

David Tesler, Yonkers, NY

Peñalosa, Fernando. The Dybbuk: Text, Subtext, and Context. Rancho Palos Verdes, CA: Tsiterboym Books, 
2012. 270 pp. $19.95. (9781478357803).

According to its preface, this book’s focus in on “the text of the play in its several variants, its patent and 
latent meanings, and the cultural, historical, and practical world in which it and its many adaptations were 
created and performed, as well as their reception. It also deals with a number of other contextual concerns, such 
as certain related works, as well as the sources An-sky drew upon for his work.” 

This multi-layered literary analysis is a labor of love by a retired sociologist and self-taught convert to Judaism 
who has clearly fallen in love with a paramount work of twentieth century Jewish art. It is clearly written and 
well researched, with notes, a bibliography, and an index. However, Peñalosa’s work does not really add to the 
extensive material on Ansky and The Dybbuk that is widely available in English. 

For ease of access, the author has put much of his material on his very informative Facebook page: https://
www.facebook.com/pages/Tsiterboym-Books-Publishers-of-Yiddish-Theatre/608966492462524

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

Editor’s note: See reviews on Ansky’s texts (translated by Peñalosa) in the fiction section (The Dybbuk (Between Two Worlds); 
Four Plays: Day and Night, Father and Son, In a Conspiratorial Apartment, The Grandfather; Parodies of An-sky’s “The Dybbuk”).

Read, Piers Paul. The Dreyfus Affair: The Scandal that Tore France in Two. London: Bloomsbury Press. 416 pp. 
$30.00. (9781608194322).

The Dreyfus Affair, the false arrest and imprisonment of the French Jewish officer, Captain Alfred Dreyfus, 
a case so pivotal to the course of 20th century Jewish history, has been studied at length and has generated 
hundreds of publications. In his retelling of the story, Piers Paul Read, offers a non-Jewish perspective and 
brings his talents as a novelist to bear on a complex piece of history. The result is a lucid and engaging account 
of the Belle Époque era and the intrigue associated with this endlessly fascinating case. 

Yet, while Read is to be commended for tackling a highly charged subject and attempting to get to grips with 
Catholic anti-Semitism, his own Catholic bias renders him incapable of truly understanding it. Read blames 
Dreyfus’ difficult character and looks to the impact of Jewish spheres of influence in the world of business as 
a justification for anti-Semitic reactions. Yet this repetition of the anti-Semite’s own excuses fails to account for 
the astonishing trajectory from a rational dislike of the apparent misdemeanours of certain Jews (including 
personality traits such as disagreeableableness or a hunger for power, which anyway occur universally across 
the human spectrum) to the demonization of an entire race and the sort of pathological hatred that resulted in 
cries of “Death to the Jews” from street crowds during the trial.

This book is recommended for Jewish Studies research libraries as a good background to the period in question and as a 
point of comparison to other studies on the same subject given its Catholic viewpoint. However, this reviewer feels that Pierre 
Birnbaum’s The Anti-Semitic Moment remains the most thorough and balanced analysis of the background to the Affair.

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

Rechter, David. The Habsburg: the Jews of Austrian Bukovina, 1774–1918. Oxford: The Littman Library of 
Jewish Civilization, 2013. 232 pp. $49.50. (9781904113959).

The author presents the notion of Bukovina’s “exceptionalism” in the Jewish collective memory and 
imagination: because Jews from Bukovina in a large measure came from Galicia, does that make Bukovina a 
mere “branch of Galician Jewry”? The special “interplay of state, society, and minority” in Bukovina within 
the broader context of the Habsburg Empire makes the history of its Jewry especially worthy of the attention 
of the historian. The first half of the book is “in part a case study of the approach of Austrian state and society 
to the Jewish Question from the Josephinian Enlightenment to emancipation in 1867, an example of Austria’s 
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struggle to incorporate obviously different, hence often undesirable, groups, a particularly acute problem in the 
multinational monarchy and nowhere more so than in Bukovina and Galicia.” Jews suffered expulsions and 
harsh conditions while the territory was under military administration (1774–1786). Later, while Bukovina was 
part of Galicia (1786–1848), Jews in Bukovina in general and in the main city Czernowitz (now Chernivt︠s︡I, in 
Ukraine) in particular became more “Germanized” in languages and customs because of more interaction with 
the capital of the Habsburg Empire, the far-away Vienna. In the later part of the book, the author deals with 
the entire “arc of Jewish expectation, disappointment, and fulfillment regarding the holy grail of emancipation 
during the decades of revolution, neo-absolutism, and tentative liberalization” and attempts to offer an overview 
of the whole “Jewish society that emerged in the second half of the nineteenth century.” For academic libraries.

Roger S. Kohn, Silver Spring, MD.

Reitter, Paul. On the Origins of Jewish Self-Hatred. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012. 166 pp. 
$26.00. (9780691119229).

Today, the phrase “self-hating Jew” is heard either in reference to a Jewish person who expresses discomfort 
in being Jewish and tries to assimilate, or in reference to Jews who appear excessively critical of Israel. In his book, 
The Origins of Jewish Self-Hatred, Paul Reitter traces the development of the phrase “Jewish self-hate” and argues 
that contrary to current usage it began as a more positive concept among leading German-Jewish intellectuals. 
For some of these thinkers, hating oneself meant looking inward with a self-critical eye: an exercise that was 
seen as redemptive and put forward as a good model for other nations. To provide the context for such a notion, 
Reitter describes at length the world of assimilated Jewish intellectuals in interwar Germany, with a particular 
focus on the thoughts of journalist Anton Kuh (who first coined the phrase in 1921) and the philosopher Theodor 
Lessing (who, in the 1930s, defined its parameters). As an insight into an era when German Jewry stood on the 
brink of destruction, this short study holds much interest, but it is a dense exploration with content that some 
readers may find heavy-going and others overly controversial. 

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

Rosen-Zvi, Ishay. The Mishnaic Sotah Ritual: Temple, Gender and Midrash. Leiden: Brill, 2012. 293 pp. $171.00. 
(9789004210493). 

Until recently, scholarly consensus has been that the Mishnah’s description of the Sotah ritual was a reflection 
of practices in the Second Temple period. Rosen-Zvi’s view is best summarized by the original Hebrew title of 
this book, ha-Tekes she-lo hayah (the ritual that never existed). It should be no surprise that the topic of sotah is 
ripe for an examination of a variety of issues relating to gender. The brief and enigmatic account presented 
in the Bible was filled out considerably by the Tannaim, giving us a wealth of information on how the rabbis 
viewed the relationships between men and women. Rosen-Zvi’s analysis is detailed and insightful, presenting 
the Mishnaic text as an elaborate fantasy of control over women. Highly recommended for academic libraries. 

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

Rosman, Murray Jay. Founder of Hasidism: A Quest for the Historical Ba’al Shem Tov. Portland, Oregon: The 
Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2013. Second edition, 368 pp. $29.95. (9781906764449). 

For this book, Moshe Rosman received the 1996 National Jewish Book Award in the category of Jewish History 
by the Jewish Book Council. Moshe Idel, a professor of Jewish intellectual history at the Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem, hailed the Founder of Hasidism as a book which had “mapped the background of the life and activity of 
the Besht, using unknown material, penetrating analysis, and a broader perspective regarding Jewish history in 
Poland” and called it a “very remarkable achievement.” The second edition is the full reprint of the 1996 edition, 
augmented with a 61 page introduction. Founder of Hasidism is not an intellectual biography of the Ba’al Shem 
Tov (c. 1700–1760, also known as the Beshṭ), but a reassessment of his life, based chiefly on Polish documents from 
Medz︠h︡ybiz︠h︡ (now in Ukraine) where he lived and a study of the compilation of legends on the Ba’al Shem 
Tov, Shivḥe ha-Beshṭ, and related documents. For Rosman, there was no Hasidic “movement” before the death of 
the Ba’al Shem Tov, and even not in the early 1770s. The Beshṭ was “certainly no rebel against the establishment, 
whether religious or social. He fit into the institutions of his time and conformed to behavior patterns expected of 
the type of holy man he was.” Recommended to academic libraries and interested individuals.

Roger S. Kohn, Silver Spring, MD
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Messianism, Secrecy 
and Mysticism
A New Interpretation of Early 
American Jewish Life
Laura Leibman
Winner National Jewish Book Awards: 
American Jewish Studies, 
Winner Jordan Schnitzer Book Award: 
Cultural Studies and Media Studies
May 2013  272 pages, 68 b/w illus
978 0 85303 833 7  Cloth   $69.95
978 0 85303 957 0  Paper  $32.95
978 0 85303 975 4  Ebook $69.95

From Victim to Survivor
The Emergence and Development of 
the Holocaust Witness, 1941-1949
Margaret Taft
Explodes the widely held view that the
Holocaust witness only emerged decades
after the war, and identifies the critical pe-
riod as 1941–49. Source material in-
cludes diaries, memoirs, reports and
chronicles from this period.
July 2013  176pp
978 0 85303 976 1  Cloth   $84.95
978 0 85303 986 0  Ebook $84.95

Soldiers' Tales
Two Palestinian Jewish Soldiers in the 
Ottoman Army during the First World War
Glenda Abramson
These war diaries recount the experiences
of soldiers serving in Ottoman labour bat-
talions in Palestine and Anatolia. They also
provide a detailed description of the yishuv
during the early years of the war, including
the devastating locust plague of 1915.
April 2013  280pp  4pp b/w plate section
978 0 85303 956 3  Cloth   $84.95
978 0 85303 966 2  Ebook $84.95

Reconfiguring Surrealism in 
Modern Hebrew Literature
Menashe Levin, Yitzhak Oren 
and Yitzhak Orpaz
Giulia Miller
This comprehensive study assesses the
exact relationship between a work of He-
brew Surrealism and its marginal status
within the Hebrew canon.
January 2013  200pp
978 0 85303 843 6  Cloth   $84.95
978 0 85303 995 2  Ebook $84.95

'Thank you for your business'
The Jewish Contribution to the 
British Economy
Derek Taylor
Details the astonishing contribution Jews
have made to the British economy: sus-
taining the currency through wars; in-
venting jigsaw puzzles and postcards;
and the creation of such companies as
Lyons, Glaxo, Shell, ICI, and many more. 
Jan 2013  320pp  b/w illus
978 0 85303 853 5  Cloth   $74.95
978 0 85303 985 3  Ebook $74.95

Loyalty Betrayed
Jewish Chaplains in the German Army 
During the First World War
Peter Appelbaum
Provides a balanced view of the situation
of Jews in the German army on the
Western, Eastern and Balkan Fronts and
also provides a glimpse into the vanished
world of Eastern European Judaism.
September 2013  375pp  illus
978 0 85303 847 4  Cloth   $79.95
978 0 85303 837 5  Ebook $79.95

Under the Heel of Bushido
Last Voices of the Jewish POWs of the 
Japanese in the Second World War

Martin Sugarman
Contains dozens of accounts –horrific in-
spiring, amusing and sad – of the experi-
ences of Jewish POWs and internees from
Commonwealth and Dutch forces during
WWII. The unique Jewish encounter with
the Japanese is chronicled here for the
first time. It deserves to be widely read
November 2013  700pp  80 b/w illus
978 0 85303 877 1  Cloth   $89.95
978 0 85303 887 0  Ebook $89.95

Jewish Symbols and Secrets
A Fifteenth-Century Spanish Carpet
Anton Felton
Part historical, part detective novel, this
book offers much to fans of both genres.
For the historians, the copious notes pro-
vide a scholarly bonus to the narrative.
For the detective buffs, it's just a thump-
ing good mystery.
Gloria Deutch, Jeruslaem Post
2012  296 pp  56 colour and 18 b/w photos 
978 0 85303 834 4  Cloth   $79.95
978 0 85303 926 6  Ebook $79.95

Vallentine Mitchell Publishers

920 NE 58th Ave Suite 300
Portland, OR 97213

T: 800-944-6190  F: 503-280-8832  E: lgerson@isbs.com
www.vmbooks.com

New in Paperback
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Schapira, Leah, and Dwek, Victoria. Starters & Sides Made Easy. Brooklyn, New York: Mesorah Publications, 
Ltd., 2013. 128 pp. $15.99. (9781422614228).

True to the title, these recipes have neither long lists of ingredients nor complicated instructions, nor lengthy 
preparation time. The ingredients should be readily available in most grocery stores, and most are relatively 
inexpensive. The recipes are arranged by main ingredient: vegetables, grains, meat and chicken, fish, dairy, and 
dessert. Each recipe is presented on a double spread, with the ingredients and instructions on the left, as well 
as the number of servings and some tips or food facts. The right side of the spread includes a color photo, how 
to plan ahead (prepare the sauce, freeze dough to use later), as well as a note that could be a serving idea or an 
anecdote. Helpful hints for presentation are included on the “Plating” pages, and the “Building Blocks” pages 
give ideas for expanding and enhancing. For example, accompanying the recipe for perfect rice are instructions 
for garlic rice, fried rice, and tips for microwaving rice. As the proof is in the pudding, the recipes’ simplicity is 
matched by their visual appeal and flavor. “Sesame Orzo” has eight ingredients and two steps in the instructions; 
but the combination of soy sauce and sesame oil, and the use of sesame seeds and scallions make the whole 
greater than the sum of its parts.

Leah Schapira and Victoria Dwek are the editors of the Whisk section of Ami Living, a weekly magazine 
popular with Orthodox readers. The cookbook continues in the tradition of their joint effort, Passover Made Easy, 
and Leah’s solo effort Fresh & Easy Kosher Cooking, with interesting “main stream” or “gourmet” recipes (not a 
kugel to be had!); the latest fashionable ingredients like chili sauce and date honey; clear color photographs and 
clear layout with different fonts in different colors and enough white space to read the recipe clearly; a detailed 
index, and “bonus” information about spices and “Making It a Main.” With its ease of use and variety of dishes, 
this book is highly recommended for all Jewish libraries.

Kathe Pinchuck, Ramat Bet Shemesh, Israel

Shaked, Shaul, James Nathan Ford and Siam Bhayro. Aramaic Bowl Spells: Jewish Babylonian Aramaic Bowls. 
Volume 1. With contributions from Matthew Morgenstern and Naama Vilozny. (Magical and Religious 
Literature of Late Antiquity, volume 1). Leiden: Brill, 2013. 368 pp. $144.00. (9789004203945).

Perhaps the only physical remnant of Jewish life in late antique Babylonia, the pivotal period during which 
the Babylonian Talmud took shape, are magic bowls. These large clay bowls are inscribed, on their inside, with 
magical incantations written in a variety of local languages – Mandaic, Syriac, and Jewish Babylonian Aramaic. 
The bowls are found today in a number of private and public collections, and one of the most important of those 
is Martin Schøyen’s collection, with more than 600 bowls. The study of these bowls is arduous work, requiring 
extremely high proficiency in a range of Aramaic dialects, and the perseverance necessary for deciphering the 
ancient and often sloppily executed texts. A team of such highly trained and motivated scholars has taken on 
the challenge of publishing the Schøyen bowls, and this is the first volume of a projected nine volume series. 
This volume includes photographs, transcriptions and translations of 64 bowls, grouped according to the central 
motif in the incantation. The introduction discusses these motifs and their sources. Naama Vilozny contributed 
several pages on the illustrations sometimes found in these bowls, and Matthew Morgenstern, an Aramaicist 
who also contributed the photographs of all the bowls, wrote a chapter on the linguistic significance of these 
artifacts. As the academic field of Jewish magic develops, this will surely become a vital primary source, and it 
is of great significance to students of Aramaic and of ancient Jewish culture in general.

Pinchas Roth, Ben Gurion University of the Negev, Beer Sheva.

Shatzmiller, Joseph. Cultural Exchange: Jews, Christians, and Art in the Medieval Marketplace. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2013. 185 pp. $35.00. (9780691156996).

The idea that Jews and Christians in medieval Europe were very much aware of what members of the 
other religion were up to, and that each group influenced the other, has become commonplace among medieval 
historians today. But it is an assumption that is usually difficult to demonstrate. For example, art historians 
have argued at length over whether specific illuminated Hebrew manuscripts were decorated by Jewish or 
Christian artisans. Joseph Shatzmiller brings a pan-European perspective and a sound grasp of medieval reality 
to this discussion. Shatzmiller’s great strength lies in appreciating the significance of notarial documents, the 
most humdrum of medieval European records which preserve information about millions of financial and legal 
transactions. On the basis of these records, and of studies devoted to these records over the past century in a 
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variety of European languages, Shatzmiller paints vivid vignettes of the lives of Jewish artisans in Spain who 
specialized in altar-pieces for churches, Jewish moneylenders who catered to the highest echelons of Christian 
society and as their collateral received the crown jewels of Europe, and the leading Christian artists of their day 
who were commissioned to produce ornate Jewish holy books. One captivating chapter describes the home 
of Rabbi Moses of Zurich, whose rabbinic works survive till today and who was a member of a prominent 
moneylending family in fourteenth century Zurich. The walls of his home, which still stands, were painted 
with heraldic symbols and detailed paintings, belying the stereotype of rabbinic Jews distancing themselves 
from any figurative art. To be sure, the question of figurative art in medieval Halakhah is a complicated one, as 
Shatzmiller indicates, and conflicting attitudes among Jews produced contradictory material evidence. Cultural 
Exchange is a highly readable, even personal, account of an important historical issue.

Pinchas Roth, Ben Gurion University of the Negev, Beer Sheva.

Siry, Joseph. Beth Sholom Synagogue: Frank Lloyd Wright and Modern Religious Architecture. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2012. 736 pp. $65.00. (9780226761404).

In 1953, Rabbi Mortimer Cohen of Philadelphia approached the famous architect Frank Lloyd Wright about 
a project to build a synagogue that would resemble “Mount Sinai.” Wright liked the idea and, based on an 
earlier pyramid structure he had devised but not executed in the 1920s, he created the magnificent Beth Sholom 
Synagogue.

Joseph Siry’s sumptuous book Beth Sholom Synagogue is in itself a work of art. The book includes a fascinating 
historical account of Wright’s work, complemented by a wealth of architectural drawings and photographs. Siry 
analyses Frank Lloyd Wright’s career in great detail and follows the trajectory of his work on earlier religious 
projects through to the completion of the Beth Sholom Synagogue. Wright was famously intractable in pursuing 
his architectural designs contrary to client wishes. Yet, in the case of the Beth Sholom Synagogue, Wright 
collaborated closely with Rabbi Cohen, even describing him as his “co-designer.”

The resulting synagogue was an architectural masterpiece. Entering the building, one ascends a flight of 
stairs which offer a glimpse into the dramatic space waiting behind the top step. Inside, the congregants are 
bathed in light as they sit inside a towering pyramid of glazed glass. The glass glows gold at night. In spite of its 
magnificent beauty, however, Wright’s form overshadows function: instead of creating a room that encourages 
active worship, the space actually demands quiet reverence. Along with this shortcoming, Siry also discusses 
Cohen’s failed bid to gain a central bimah—an element that Cohen felt would have given this unusual building 
the feel of a true synagogue. 

Missing from this in-depth history is a discussion of Wright’s pre-war anti-Semitic views and whether the 
Holocaust was a factor in his decision to build the first synagogue in his 60-year career. Nevertheless, Siry’s book 
is extremely impressive overall and it is highly recommended for all academic libraries.

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

Stec, David M. The Genizah Psalms: A Study of MS 798 of the Antonin Collection. Cambridge Genizah Studies 
Series, volume 5. Leiden: Brill, 2013. 176 pp. $153.00. (9789004248427).

The discovery of the Cairo Genizah at the end of the nineteenth century was a transformative event in Jewish 
studies. In some ways, it was also a precursor for the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls in Qumran in the mid-
twentieth century. The Hebrew original of Ben Sira (Sirach) and the fragments of the Damascus Covenant, which 
were among the early finds in the Genizah, were later found in much earlier manuscripts in Israel, much closer 
in time and place to their original composition. Another example of such a document, found in the Genizah but 
possibly originating centuries earlier, is the Genizah Psalms, a series of acrostic poems apparently attributed to 
an eschatological David-figure. Although scholarly opinion is divided, with some scholars claiming that it is 
a medieval payetanic composition and others, including David Stec, who believe that these pages found in the 
Cairo Genizah preserve psalms written at the same time or shortly after the Dead Sea Scrolls were composed 
at Qumran. Stec’s contribution to the study of this manuscript is a careful linguistic analysis of every word, 
detailing whether it originates in the Bible, Second Temple documents or in rabbinic literature. The volume also 
includes high quality images of the manuscript itself, with a new transcription and English translation. It should 
be of interest to scholars of Hebrew language, early Hebrew poetry and Jewish eschatology.

Pinchas Roth, Ben Gurion University of the Negev, Beer-Sheva
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Travis, Madelyn J. Jews and Jewishness in British Children’s Literature. New York: Routledge, 2013. 182p. 
$118.75. (9780415630863).

As the title suggests, this is an academic, in-depth look at British children’s literature with respect to its 
attitudes towards Jews and the pattern of those attitudes over time. The work is divided into 5 chapters, each 
focusing on a particular pattern or attitude. Examples of chapter titles are: Moneylenders and Misers, Conversion 
to Englishness, and Mother, Monster, Mensch. These chapters are very well researched, as demonstrated by 
the notes in the back. Celebrated authors are discussed as well as important but not as well-known authors. 
Each chapter also includes reprints of illustrations from some of the mentioned works: a critical addition given 
the importance of illustration in evaluating or discussing children’s literature. A chronology of the works is 
provided at the front of the book. This is a valuable resource both for the reader as an aide, but also for the reader 
who is not familiar with the literature and may want to refer to the list before beginning this book. While not 
required for every library, this is a solid resource for libraries that collect in this area.

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

Tropper, Amram. Simeon the Righteous in Rabbinic Literature: A Legend Reinvented. Leiden; Boston: Brill, 
2013. 259 pp. $149.00. (9789004244986).

Simeon the Righteous (or Shimon ha-Tzaddik) is best known from Pirkei Avot, “a remnant of the Great 
Assembly,” for saying that “the world stands on three things, on Torah, on avodah and on gemilut hasadim.” 
He also appears in a well-known story meeting Alexander the Great. Amram Tropper, Senior Lecturer in Jewish 
History at Ben Gurion University, investigates all the appearances of Simeon in rabbinic literature and argues 
convincingly that they are literary constructions and not historical.

Tropper uses literary techniques to analyze the Simeon texts in Josephus and throughout rabbinical literature, 
as well as drawing on Greco-Roman literature and history. Simeon is pictured in different sources as high priest, 
wonder worker, political leader and major link in the chain of rabbinic transmission. His stories date to the end 
of the second temple period, the Hasmonian era and in one story the Roman period.

The author suggests that the editors of Avot invented the institution of the Great Assembly to fill in gaps in 
the chain of tradition, modeling it on the rabbinic beit midrash and constructing a proper saying for a rabbinic 
high priest. Simeon is portrayed as bridging the end of the second temple period with its temple miracles ending 
with his death. His death leads to schism, his sons fighting over succession with one founding a temple in Egypt. 
Simeon’s encounter with a nazirite molds the biblical figure Absalom and the myth of Narcissus with Greek 
ideas of ascetic self-control. 

Tropper traces the editing of Josephus sources and Alexander romances as well as the Esther story to portray a 
conflict between the Samaritans and the Jews. Finally, he demonstrates how the legend of Simeon is used to reinvent a 
Second Temple past in the image of the latter rabbinic world. This book is highly recommended for academic libraries.

Harvey Sukenic, Hebrew College Library, Newton Centre, MA 

Tsedaka, Benjamin and Sharon Sullivan (eds), The Israelite Samaritan Version of the Torah: first English 
translation compared with the Masoretic version. Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2013. 
522 pp. $61.99. (9780802865199).

Translated and co-edited by Benyamim Tsedaka, a leader and scholar in the contemporary Samaritan 
community, this is the first rendition of the Samaritan Pentateuch (SP) in English. With over 6000 differences 
between the SP and the Masoretic text (MT), Tsedaka’s intention is to make this version of the biblical text 
accessible to a broad readership. Most differences are relatively minor; yet some directly relate to distinctions 
between Samaritan and Jewish doctrine and practice. In this volume the “Israelite Samaritan Pentateuch” and the 
“Jewish Masoretic Text” are presented in two columns for direct comparison. Tsedaka provides marginal notes. 

Tsedaka also set out to reflect the unique traditional pronunciation in the transliteration of names. Additionally 
there are two appendices—one of which notes instances of agreement of the SP with the Septuagint where the 
MT differs and the second lists agreements with the Dead Sea Scrolls.

For scholarly purposes it might have been convenient to have the Samaritan Hebrew text to explore Tsedaka’s 
translation choices. However the original text is available elsewhere and the Tsedaka and Sullivan volume is both 
affordably priced and a reasonable size. A good choice for both synagogue and college Judaica and Bible collections.

Anne-Marie Belinfante, New York Public Library
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Wachtel, Nathan. The Faith of Remembrance: Marrano Labyrinths. Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2013. 416 pp. $53.96. (9780812244557).

The Spanish expulsion of 1492 was a watershed event in Jewish history with repercussions that are very 
much with us to this day. In The Faith of Remembrance, Nathan Wachtel provides a number of portrayals of 
Jewish Marranos living secretly as Jews, or at least retaining certain aspects of Judaism, hundreds of years after 
the expulsion. In the generations following the expulsion, many Marranos fled to the nearby Ottoman Empire, 
France, Italy and Amsterdam. However, many were involved in commerce and found themselves as far away 
from their native homes as South and Central America.

Nathan Wachtel is a scholar of the history and culture of South and Central America in the colonial period, 
and he deftly uses his expertise to study the oral testimony of Marranos who lived in the Spanish and Portuguese 
colonies. In this fascinating work, Wachtel analyzes the customs, beliefs and ceremonies of several of these 
New Christians utilizing disparate sources, but often Inquisition files themselves to tell us their stories. There 
was great diversity of thought and practice among these Marranos with varying degrees of connection to their 
ancestral religion. For many, there was much talk of the “Law of Moses” rather than the actual practicing of 
Judaism as well as a belief that they were part of a “Nation” who saw themselves as separate and apart from 
their Christian co-religionists. But there were also many who followed an assortment of laws and served as 
teachers and leaders to their fellow Marranos. The commonality among them was that their religious identity 
was a product of the confrontation between Judaism and Christianity and their dogma and practice was often a 
form of Christian / Jewish syncretism. 

Wachtel concludes with an interesting study of Marrano activity that he himself documents through a series 
of interviews he conducted in Brazil in 2000 and 2001.

David Tesler, Yonkers, NY

Walton, Michael T. Anthonius Margaritha and the Jewish Faith: Jewish Life and Conversion in Sixteenth-
Century Germany. Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2012. 242 pp. $44.95. (9780814338001). 

Anthonius Margaritha, the scion of a prominent rabbinic family, converted to Christianity in 1521. His 
polemics against his former faith became influential, giving Christians a window into the exotic practices of their 
Jewish neighbors, information they would have difficulty finding anywhere else. Due to Margaritha’s lack of 
Latin skills, his career as an academic never prospered. This study of Margaritha’s life and work gives the reader 
newfound insight into the lives, rituals and theology of Jews and Christians in the 16th century. Recommended 
for academic libraries. 

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

Weiss, Eric and Shira Stern (eds). Mishkan R’fuah: Where Healing Resides. New York: Central Conference of 
American Rabbis, 2013. 107 pp. $6.00. (9780881231960).

Greatly expanded from the earlier Gates of Healing, this volume contains prayers for patients, friends and 
family, and caregivers. While some of the prayers are in Hebrew and include transliteration, most are written in 
gender sensitive English. Along with traditional psalms and prayers for healing, this collection includes prayers, 
meditations, and reflections addressing concerns that are much discussed today, including premature birth, 
abortion, infertility, organ transplant, transitioning gender, and addiction. There are also prayers for mental 
health and for major life transitions.

Mishkan R’fuah includes a bibliography of additional resources and a list of organizations involved in health 
and healing. While the English language is beautiful, the collection would have been strengthened by including 
Hebrew versions of more of the selections. Highly recommended.

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

Wisse, Ruth R. No Joke: Making Jewish Humor. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2013. 
(Library of Jewish Ideas). ix, 279 pp. $24.95. (9780691149462).

No Joke examines and analyses Jewish humor in the United States, Europe, and Israel. The author employs highly 
disciplined analytical techniques to describe profound and unique meanings hidden beneath “simple” humor.

Professor Wisse has sourced and organized effectively the vast material that is available on the subject. Two 
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major parameters of this organization are communal geography and social history. An understanding of what 
lies underneath this humor brings the reader closer to the emotional and physical environments of the various 
times and locations. Introducing Jewish humor as “The Best Medicine,” the book follows with chapters entitled: 
German Lebensraum, Yiddish Heartland, The Anglosphere, Under Hitler and Stalin, and Hebrew Homeland. 
The question “When Can I Stop Laughing?” concludes the volume. Jokes are interspersed throughout the text 
and Ms. Wisse evaluates each of them. For her (quoting the late Rabbi Joshua Schmidman), “joking” can be 
considered in the same way as “dying”—only as a minhag (a custom) not a mitzvah (a religious imperative)!

The book is interesting and valuable as a historical volume that focuses on Jewish interactions, privately and 
politically, with their surroundings, be it in the past or at present. If Jews can encourage the rest of the world to utilize 
wholesome humor, the universe will definitely improve. Last but not least, the reader enjoys a lot of good laughter.

No Joke contains illustrations and an index, plus extensive notes which include references to bibliographic 
and internet sources. It is a worthy acquisition for personal collections as well as public and academic libraries. 

Nira G. Wolfe, Independent researcher, Highland Park, IL; Head Librarian Hebrew Theological College (retired), Skokie, IL

Wolfson, Ron. Relational Judaism: Using the Power of Relationships to Transform the Jewish Community. 
Woodstock, Vermont: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2013. 262 pp. $24.99. (9781580236669).

My father is like Ron Wolfson’s sociable and involved father; and my mother is from Omaha too. I am active 
in my synagogue and sisterhood and I collect postcards. I am committed to my work as Special Collections 
Librarian at AJU and equally committed to the mission of AJL. If you want to know why these words about 
myself are relevant to this review, you’ll have to read Relational Judaism. 

Relational Judaism will guide your organization from an institution to a warm and vibrant community. It is 
well written with clearly laid out innovative ideas and goals supported by examples of organizations making the 
transition to relational Judaism. The only reason it took me a long time to read the entire work is I kept stopping 
every few pages to email a fellow committee member or co-worker with some inspiration I’d gained from the 
book. The ideas in this book could even apply to non-Jewish institutions. 

Since almost every librarian reading this review is part of an organization, you not only need to buy this 
book for the benefit of your clergy, lay leaders, administrators, deans and principals, but you need to read 
Relational Judaism to see how to keep your library and AJL relevant for future generations.

Jacqueline Ben-Efraim, Special Collections Librarian, Ostrow Library, American Jewish University, CA

Zuckerman, Bruce, ed. Jewish Cultural Aspirations, The Jewish Role in American Life. West Lafayette, Indiana: 
Purdue University Press (Annual Review of the Casden Institute for the Study of the Jewish Role in American 
Life, v. 10), 2013. 122p. $25.00. (9781557536358).

The six essays in this book examine the Jewish contribution to the visual and performing arts, as part of the 
aim of the Casden Institute Annual Reviews to “view the Jewish impact on America and American culture from 
new angles and from different perspectives.” Each of the articles includes notes and works cited. In addition 
to black and white illustrations, there are sixteen colored plates placed together in the center of the book. Brief 
descriptions of each of the contributors, most of whom are academics, are also provided. The guest editor for this 
volume in the series, Ruth Weisberg, provides a useful editorial introduction, putting the articles in perspective. 
The book lacks an index, which would have been helpful. However this scholarly contribution to the Jewish 
study of the arts is an important addition to Judaica collections in college and research libraries.

Susan Freiband, Retired Library Educator; Volunteer Temple Librarian, Arlington, VA
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Ansky, S. The Dybbuk (Between Two Worlds). Hebrew Version by Ch. N. Bialik; translated into English by 
Fernando Peñalosa. Rancho Palos Verdes, CA: Tsiterboym Books, 2013. 169 pp. $13.46. (9781490449500).

Ansky, S. Four Plays: Day and Night, Father and Son, In a Conspiratorial Apartment, The Grandfather. 
Bilingual edition translated by Fernando Peñalosa. Rancho Palos Verdes, CA: Tsiterboym Books, 2013. 326 
pp. $19.95. (9781482331998).

Parodies of An-sky’s “The Dybbuk” byYoysef Tunkel, Menakhem Kipnis, Moyshe Bunem Yustman and 
Avigdor Hameiri. Bilingual edition translated with notes by Fernando Peñalosa. Rancho Palos Verdes, CA: 
Tsiterboym Books, 2012. 80 pp. $10.00. (9781477647721).

The first thing the reader will notice about Peñalosa’s version of The Dybbuk is that the Hebrew title on the 
cover has the letter ḥet where a he should be in HaDibuk. This error is repeated on the title page. This unfortunate 
beginning foretells the lower production values in this self-published work, with its spare design and occasional 
problems with full stops. Nonetheless, all other editions of the Bialik work were published in Israel, and this 
appears to be the first translation from the Hebrew into English, in a bilingual edition with facing pages. The 
English is serviceable but uninspired, sometimes clumsy, and possibly not proofread. However, those who 
don’t read Hebrew have no other way to compare Bialik’s version with the Yiddish original or its translations. 
In addition to a concise and informative introduction, this translator has made 40 notes on the text of the play, 
with explanations of unfamiliar references. 

Peñalosa’s compilation of Ansky’s Four Plays appears to be the only version of them that has been translated into 
English from the Yiddish. Though they were apparently never performed, they are an important addition to Ansky 
material in English. However, these plays still await a dedicated scholar who will probe and analyze them and bring 
out qualities to compare and contrast with The Dybbuk and illuminate more aspects of Ansky’s life and work.

The first of the Parodies of An-sky’s “The Dybbuk” by Yoysef Tunkel, is a poem and the other three are short 
plays. The one by Avigdor Hameiri is in Hebrew. Fernando Peñalosa has translated all four, with original and 
English on facing pages. They are short enough for competent scholars to translate on their own, but no one has 
yet published them in English. 

The above three works were prepared not by a Jewish Studies expert, but by a retired sociologist and self-taught 
convert to Judaism who has immersed himself in Ansky’s life and work. In the absence of any other translations 
of these works into English, these three titles can take their place in comprehensive collections of Ansky material.

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

Ehrlich, David.  Who Will Die Last: Stories of Life in Israel. Edited by Ken Frieden. Syracuse, New York: 
Syracuse University Press (Judaic Traditions in Literature, Music and Art), 2013. 154 pp.  $19.95. (9780815610199).

Soldiers, waitresses, parents, children, and students are all present in these stories which transport you to the 
land of Israel. Ehrlich has written stories that take place throughout Israel and the world, portray gay life, emphasize 
the impact of community, and reflect life in the changing Israeli society. Each story reflects the unique voice of its 
individual translator, and there is a quality of sweetness and toughness to each one—much like the Israelis themselves. 
The book provides wonderful insights to anyone interested in reading about contemporary Israeli society.

Ellen Share, Librarian, Washington Hebrew Congregation

Miller, Derek B. Norwegian by Night. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2013. 292 pp. $26.00. 
(9780547934877).

The protagonist, Sheldon Horowitz, is an 82 year old New York Jew teetering on the border between 
eccentricity and senility who agrees to move to Norway to live with his granddaughter Rhea and her husband.  
While Rhea and her husband are out, someone attacks and kills a female neighbor leaving the neighbor’s young 
son alone. Haunted by the Holocaust, his experiences in the Korean War and by guilt over his son’s death in the 
Viet Nam war, Sheldon is determined to save the young boy. Since he does not understand who attacked his 
neighbor or why, or what the attackers’ relationship with the boy are, Sheldon decides that he can’t trust anyone 
else and must protect the boy himself. As Sheldon starts a cross country trip with the boy whose name he does 
not know and with whom he does not share a common language, elements of farce creep in. Sheldon is on the 
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run trying to protect the young boy; Rhea is searching for Sheldon; the attackers are looking for the boy; and the 
police are looking for the attackers. The ghosts of Sheldon’s past alternately help and distract him on this last 
mission, while the boy anchors him to the present and to his task. While the attackers’ back story sometimes bogs 
the narrative down, this book is suspenseful, laugh-out-loud funny, and highly recommended. 

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

Modan, Rutu. The Property. Translation by Jessica Cohen. Montreal, Canada: Drawn&Quarterly, 2013. 222 
pp. $24.95. (9781770461154).

Rutu Modan is a well-known and award-winning Israeli illustrator and comic book artist.  She has written a 
fascinating story about family secrets, money, and the complex bonds of love.  This graphic novel for adults relates the 
seven-day experience of Mica, a young woman traveling with her grandmother to Warsaw, Poland.  The purpose of 
the trip is officially to reclaim family property lost during the Holocaust.  However, what happens to the two women 
when they arrive in Poland reveals many layers of family history, interesting characters and cultural differences.  The 
story begins at Ben Gurion airport at the end of October, 200X.  The intriguing, simple line drawings, witty dialogue, 
and twists and turns of the plot hold the reader’s attention. The cover and presentation are eye catching and attractive. 
The book is recommended for collections in Jewish high schools, community centers, and public libraries.

Susan Freiband, Retired Library Educator; Volunteer Temple Librarian, Arlington, Virginia

Wouk, Herman. The Lawgiver. New York, NY: Simon & Schuster, 2012. 234 pp. $25.99. (9781451699388).
Reading this new book by Herman Wouk was a great surprise. Who would have expected a well- known, traditional, 

20th century author to write such an innovative novel in which every possible modern social medium is employed 
(including email and Skype transcripts!) to develop a rather moving story out of the difficulty an author, this particular 
author, encounters in trying to write about one of the greatest personalities in the Bible—Moses, the Lawgiver. 

Wouk is a masterful storyteller who weaves an interesting love story plot around a film maker who is anxious 
to produce a good movie on Moses but whose sponsor insists on Wouk being involved in this undertaking. So 
the real author is part of the story; a device that could have been superficial but which actually enables Wouk to 
touch upon very significant life issues, including the relevance of Moses and his teachings to today’s society, the 
distancing of the film maker from her Jewish roots and her father the Rabbi, her eventual reconsideration of her 
heritage and her reevaluation of life which seems lacking in meaning and depth without a partner or a family. 

This book is truly fun reading and one can’t help but admire the 97-year-old who created such an “out of the 
box” novel. What a difference between this work and his Marjorie Morningstar! And yet there are moments in the 
book when that 1955 work connects to this new and totally different work. 

Any library—school, synagogue or academic—with a collection of Wouk’s works should have this book on 
its shelves. It will serve as a very interesting book discussion subject. 

Michlean L. Amir, United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Washington, DC

Yakin, Boaz and Nick Bertozzi. Jerusalem: A Family Portrait. NY: First Second, 2013. 385 pp. $24.99. 
(9781596435759).

Jerusalem is unique among Judaica graphic novels, telling the fictional story of the Halaby clan. At 385 pages, 
it is certainly one of the longest. It is also the first to use the Israeli War of Independence as its primary setting 
(the story takes place between the years 1945 and 1948). The book also seems to be the first graphic “Jewish soap 
opera”, as the saga requires understanding the roles of at least 10 Halaby family members.

Jerusalem is a dark tale, populated by protagonists who are rebellious, greedy, spiteful, or unethical. However, 
many of the characters are not as one-dimensional or predictable as they initially appear to be.  Motti, who talks 
back to teachers, steals from vendors, and who gives the “gift” of a live grenade to his cousin, risks his life to get 
medicine for a sick baby. Emily, who insults, hits, or yells at most of her family, allows Sylvia to remain in the 
Halaby home, despite Sylvia’s lie about being her daughter-in-law.

As Waltz with Bashir does for the Lebanon War, Jerusalem removes the glory and honor of the War of Independence, 
tempering it with the images of military retaliation, angered mobs, and unheroic heroes. As a Jewish family epic, it 
presents a flawed family whose sole mensch becomes the tragic martyr of the story, killed in a hopeless battle at Latrun. 
Jerusalem is recommended for the adult Judaica graphic novel collections of public, synagogue, and center libraries.

Steven M. Bergson, MLIS

Reviews of Literature Titles for Adults
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SOUND RECORDINGS
Blacksberg, Dan (Deveykus). Pillar Without Mercy. New York, NY: Tzadik, 2013. (music, CD) $16.00. 

Doom metal is characterized by slow tempos, heavy riffs and an atmosphere of dread. Deveykus (not to be 
confused with the popular Label Sharfman/Abie Rotenberg Hasidic group of the 1990s) substitutes trombone-
playing Hasidic nigunim for the vocals. This actually makes the music more accessible for those who find the 
“cookie monster” or faux-operatic style of metal vocals grating. Trombonist Dan Blacksberg relied heavily on 
Florida Atlantic University’s Judaica Sound Archives to research the music that serves as a basis for this project. 
The music is repetitive and develops slowly, but is highly rewarding. Not just a gimmick; this is a must-have.  

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

VIDEO RECORDINGS

Geva, Dan. Description of a Memory. Brooklyn, NY: Icarus Films, 2006. Release, 2012. 80 min. Sale (video, 
DVD) Educational $398.00.

Dan Geva takes Chris Marker’s 1960 film, Description of a Struggle as a starting point for his film. Marker went 
to Israel as an outsider to explore the young country’s spirit and history through what he called “the language 
of signs.” Geva’s film consists of thirteen “memories,” sections that seek to discover what has happened since 
the original film was made. In some cases, he found the people who were in Marker’s film. In others, he uses 
his own personal memories. His purpose is to see whether contemporary Israel has lived up to the ideals that 
led to its creation. Viewers will see soldiers, kibbutzniks, Arabs, Haredim, and young soldiers. They will notice 
diversity as well as a civilization heavily influenced by the military and the need for security. It is an open-ended 
cinematic essay portraying both the dream and the reality of Israel. The film received awards at several festivals. 
Hebrew with English subtitles. 

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

Grossman, Robert. Hava Nagila, the Movie. Katahdin Productions and More Horses Productions. 75 min 
(release date: November 5th, 2013). 

Jewish educators and librarians are always looking for a good movie that is charming, enjoyable, funny 
and uplifting, but which also offers “teaching moments.” The movie Hava Nagila definitely meets all these 
requirements. Viewers are taken on a 150-year-journey from the shtetls of Eastern Europe to Palestine and finally 
to the United States, the Catskills, the Village in New York, Hollywood and to Jewish celebrations all over the 
country. The film traces the story of a song with very humble beginnings and without any true authentication of 
its source (two families continue to feud over who in fact created this very popular song). 

Through this history the viewer learns much more about Jewish life than just the story of one song. Movements 
such as Hassidism and the importance of music to its followers are also explored. But how and when did the 
song Hava Nagila become so central a piece of music in every Jewish simchah (happy occasion) in the United 
States? This question is covered in the last part of the film, including interviews with many of the stars who sang 
it, such as Glen Campbell, Connie Francis, Harry Belafonte and others. 

Hava Nagila is highly recommended and will make a wonderful addition to a school, synagogue or university 
DVD collection which viewers of almost all ages will appreciate and thoroughly enjoy. 

Michlean L. Amir, United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Washington, DC

Indursky, Yehonatan. Ponevezh Time. Israel: Pie Films & Pinsky Productions, 2012. 53 min. Sale (video, DVD) 
Educational $299.00.

The Ponevezh yeshiva was founded in 1908 in the Lithuanian town of Panevėžys. In 1944, the yeshiva was re-
established in Bnei Brak, Israel. There are almost 1,000 students attending what is considered the best yeshiva in the 
world. They follow a regimented and staid schedule, rising early in the morning to pray, attend shiurim (classes) 
and study with partners. One young man describes it as “like a conveyor belt,” which continues until evening. As 
the mashgiach (the rabbi responsible for the non-academic areas of student life) notes, there is nothing fun at the 
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yeshiva, no events—nothing but Torah. Some of the students talk about the pressure, how everyone is smart and 
competitive and how the males are wont to share their innermost feelings. Everyone wears a white shirt and black 
pants and is extremely respectful of the rabbis. Several young men talk about their experiences: one describes his 
love of learning, another talks about getting married, and a 16-year-old first-year student reveals how lonely he is. 

If strict Orthodoxy is world unto itself, the Ponevezh Yeshiva is a world within a world, rarely entered or 
seen by outsiders. The film is a documentary in the true sense of the word: the filmmakers chronicle the activities 
at Ponevezh with an impartial eye. While more background and history would have provided a better context, it 
could have affected the neutrality of the approach. The young men are shown in the study rooms, but the main 
focus is on social and emotional issues. The starkness of the surroundings and the somber atmosphere makes the 
film appear to progress slowly. 

Fascinating as a sociological or anthropological study or to serve as a comparison to the American Ivy League 
colleges, this film is recommended for all Jewish libraries, especially those with film collections or that service 
Orthodox populations. Hebrew with English subtitles.

Kathe Pinchuck, Ramat Bet Shemesh, Israel

The Vidal Sassoon International Center For The Study of Antisemitism, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem. 
Images of the Arab-Israeli Conflict: What is Arab Antisemitism?  Clarksburg, NJ: Alden Films, 2013. 2 hrs, 34 
min. Sale (video, DVD) $29.95. (9781877684852).

A thorough examination of the phenomenon of Arab and Islamic dislike and hatred for Jews and Judaism is 
delivered by a host of experts in this media format. Professor Menahem Milson focuses on various stereotypes of 
Jews found in classical Arab texts that have persevered over the centuries. Yigal Carmon, founder of MEMRI, a 
press monitoring service of Islamic extremism, looks at the role of the Arab media in portraying Jews in a most 
negative fashion.  Professor Muhammad Dajani searches for a method of conciliation through dialogue, arguing 
that generalizing about Islam is an unnecessary exaggeration.  Professor Gadi Wolfsfeld claims that the Israeli 
media overemphasizes the extent of Arab terrorism for domestic reasons, and only adds to Israeli fears. Professor 
Tamar Liebes looks at the news cycle as the basis of a new condition, “Distant Suffering,” in which the audience 
sides with an issue based upon how the media presents the coverage.  Since much of the world’s media tends to 
blame Israel, anti-Israeli sentiment is clearly on the rise. As such, this DVD has incredible value given the content 
and timely topic, and it is certainly useful for a Jewish retreat, havurah discussion, or a basic educational message.

Sanford R. Silverburg, Catawba College, Salisbury, NC

Ze’evi, Chanoch. Hitler’s Children. Jerusalem: Maya Productions, 2012. 83 min. Sale (video, DVD) $24.95.
Adolf Hitler did not have children; however, many infamous Nazis did. How does it feel to go through 

life with a last name solely associated with evil? For some, like Bettina Goering, the grand-niece of Hermann 
Goering, living in Germany was too overwhelming and so she lives off the grid in New Mexico. Katrin Himmler, 
the grand-niece of Heinrich Himmler, tried to hide her German origins when she traveled abroad. She is now 
married to an Israeli and realizes there is more to life than her last name. Hans Frank’s son Niklas wrote two 
books denouncing his parents. He visits schools and reads from his books. He recalls a “happy childhood in that 
sea of blood.” Amon Goeth’s daughter Monika was unaware of the extent of her father’s sadistic brutality until 
she saw him portrayed in Schindler’s List. 

The most emotional part of Hitler’s Children is when the camera crew accompanies Rudolf Hoess’s grandson, 
Rainer Hoess, as he visits Auschwitz for the first time. He compares family photographs to what remains at 
the camp, and he wonders how they could have lived there and not be affected by what was happening at 
Auschwitz. Later, he meets a group of Israelis who ask him why he was there. He said his family never spoke 
about Auschwitz, and he wanted to see the horror because he feels guilty about what his grandfather did.

Most of the documentary is filmed with the subject talking directly into the camera, so it seems a bit slow. 
There are no graphic images, and one would have to be familiar with these names, their association with the 
Holocaust and their crimes against humanity. At times there are some awkward facial close-ups taken at weird 
angles, and the music is more distracting than evocative. Nevertheless, this title might work well with a film 
club, and it is recommended for libraries with extensive Holocaust collections and Holocaust Centers.

This DVD includes a short documentary, Kun 65 (24 minutes). 
Kathe Pinchuck, Ramat Bet Shemesh, Israel

Reviews of Multimedia
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