Department of English 
English 365-F: The Literature of the Holocaust
Class Time: MWF, 1-1:50
Credit Hours: 3
Professor: Ranen Omer-Sherman 

Office: 401 Ashe Building 

Office Hours: M/W 3:00-4:30 and by appointment

Email: rosherman@mail.as.maimi.edu
Tel: (305) 284-4072

Texts:
Ida Fink, A Scrap of Time and Other Stories
Lawrence Langer, Art from the Ashes: A Holocaust Anthology

Anne Michaels, Fugitive Pieces 
Cynthia Ozick, The Shawl
Art Spiegelman, Maus: A Survivor’s Tale; My Father Bleeds History; Here My Troubles Began (Boxed)

On Reserve in the Library:

David Grossman’s “Momik” is one of the longer narratives we will read this semester. Several copies are now on Reserve in the Richter Library: don’t delay in reading this relatively long excerpt. Similarly, a (much shorter) story by Rebecca Goldstein, “The Legacy of Raizel Kaidish” will be on Reserve.
Please note Miami University’s website for online Jewish Studies resources (books, articles, etc.)
http://www.library.miami.edu/guides/Judaic_Studies_guide.html#additional
Audiovisual (we will view some of the following):
America and the Holocaust

Shoah (excerpts)

Shtetl

Bach in Auschwitz

Valuable Internet Sites for Your Research:

The Steven Spielberg Jewish Film Archive offers many films that can be viewed online, archived by a variety of topic areas so you must follow the links to the Holocaust collection. Especially recommended is the Witnesses at the Eichmann Trial, a 45-minute video:

http://www.spielbergfilmarchive.org.il/.index.html
This site has unique articles and testimonies related to the experience of women during the Holocaust:

http://www.interlog.com/~mighty/
A wonderful site devoted to controversies surrounding Holocaust art in Auschwitz:
http://lastexpression.northwestern.edu/
[T]he greatest paradox forms about the Holocaust...for novelists, in the tension between writing and not writing about it. If the writer treats the subject, the risk is that it may be falsified, trivialized. Even a ‘successful’ treatment of the subject risks an aestheticizing or a false ordering of it, since whatever is expressed in art conveys the impression that it, too, is subject to the laws of composition. Yet not to write means omitting the central event of the twentieth century.


—Norma Rosen (Accidents of Influence: Writing as a Woman and a Jew in America)

In approaching the Holocaust, the canniest writers keep a wary distance. They know that their subject cannot be met full face. It must be taken on a tangent...through strategies of indirection and circuitous narratives that leave untouched the central horror—that leave it untouched but always invoke or evoke it as a hovering shadow.


—Irving Howe (“Writing and the Holocaust” in Berel Lang’s Writing and the Holocaust)

Telling a story well, that means: so as to be understood. You can’t manage it without a bit of artifice. Enough artifice to make it art.


—Jorge Semprun, concentration-camp survivor
As an author, I’m grateful for having undergone Auschwitz, because as a writer, I saw the real face of the century.


—Imre Kertesz
You cannot tell Auschwitz. Every word tells it to us.


—Edmund Jabès 

There are many silences in the world that have to be penetrated on the ontological level or on the theological level, especially in our century with the Holocaust and the silence of God...Most of us think that communication is verbal; but a lot of communication is nonverbal...There's a silence between the Jewish people, or indeed all religious people, and God in this century. But whatever it is--and I don't understand it--the silence is not a break in communication. It's a communication of a different kind, and what we try to do is tap into it and see what it's all about. It's very difficult to grasp the notion that silence can be another aspect of the verbal.


—Chaim Potok

Course Objectives:  Dostoyevsky once remarked that “Incredible as it may seem, the day will come when men will quarrel more fiercely about art than about God.” In many ways, the variety of literary responses to the Holocaust fulfill that eerie prediction. For as the critic Alvin Rosenfeld puts it, “whether we know it or not, we read and understand literature…with implicit reference to and analogy with prior texts”—and yet the Holocaust presents us with a stark region of unlikeness. The Holocaust is simply like nothing else, hence it cannot be assimilated by the mind through the usual models of comparison, parallelism, metaphor, or resemblance. Holocaust literature refutes aesthetic antecedents. Instead, it contends with absence, speechlessness, voids in radical new forms of representation.
This semester, our task will be to witness the event through the texts we read: what does it mean to think of literature as a kind of witnessing? And just what are the limits of language in representing such an unrepresentable event? For the writer, there is a very real crisis of representation. In The Story of a Life, Aharon Appelfeld, the Israeli novelist and Holocaust survivor, describes the feeling of being defeated by his own story: “Every time you talk about those days, you feel that this is incredible. You tell and you don’t believe that this happened to you. This is one of the most humiliating feelings that I’ve experienced.” And Charlotte Delbo testifies that “Auschwitz is there, fixed and unchangeable, but wrapped in the impervious skin of memory that segregates itself from the present ‘me.’”
There are those who have forcefully argued that the Holocaust simply puts literature out of the question, namely that the enormity of the European catastrophe exposes literature as utterly ineffectual. Implicit in the argument of this course, however, is the idea that literature can and does respond indelibly to Loss. Our main focus will emphasize the roles of silence, memory, identity, and problems of representation but we will also consider other issues along the way such as the psychology and history of antisemitism as well as the problem of articulating a new ethics for humanity. Drawing from European, American, and Israeli narratives, our readings will introduce some of the significant poets and writers who were witnesses to, survivors, and in some instances victims of, the Holocaust. Later in the semester we will encounter narratives by Ozick, Spiegelman, Goldstein, and others, a later generation whose work is distinguished by a (perhaps irresolvable) tension between the desire to write about the Holocaust and guilt at doing so. This is the ambivalent aesthetic of Holocaust narrative in the final decades of the 20th century. What does it mean to be the child of a survivor? What will the collective memory of the Holocaust be in the twenty-first century, after the last survivors have given testimony? The way Jews and sometimes others deal with the Holocaust is not always wise. Sometimes we manipulate it, turning Holocaust-related fears into an outlook and a value system. Time and again, we discover that, whether we want it or not, nearly every one of us is a carrier pigeon of the Holocaust. So it is worth coming to terms with it more consciously. A final note about my assumptions regarding your participation: I will assume that your interest in this history and literature is sympathetic, rather than voyeuristic. As Ecclesiastes (1:18) tells us: “For in much wisdom [is] much grief: and he that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow.”
Occasional viewings of films will supplement our literary and nonfiction narratives to illuminate the historical context and enrich our grasp of the issues at stake. This course is suitable for all students and does not presume familiarity with the Jewish religion or culture. Participation in class discussions will be expected.

Note: Free tutoring for the writing component of this course is available in the Writing Center, located at 5225 Ponce de Leon. 

All cell phones and beepers MUST BE TURNED OFF during class.
Grading Policy:

Class Participation   20%

Based on your contribution to class discussion, contribution to group presentations, as well as attendance.

Position papers (3)
 10% 

Come to class on the due date with a short paper (2 pages) addressing your impressions of the reading we are doing. Take an interpretive position on that week's readings.  The papers need not involve outside research, but they should have a clear thesis statement supported by a logical argument and backed up with evidence from the texts under analysis.  Position papers will be the basis of class discussion the week they are due, so extensions will be granted only under extraordinary circumstances.

Essay
30%

You will also write one longer essay of 7-8 pages, not including “Works Cited.” By March 10 you must hand in a one-page abstract of your essay, consisting of a statement of your thesis (much more evolved than a mere announcement of your “topic”), the main points you will make to support that thesis, and an idea of what kind of evidence you will need to find to back it up.  I will get the abstracts back to you promptly with comments and suggestions on where to go from there.  Beyond that, you are encouraged to consult with me early and often in the course of writing your essay.  I´ll be happy to look over rough drafts (so long as they are legible) and to offer suggestions on how to revise and rework your argument as you go along.  Extensions on essays will be granted only for valid reasons at my discretion and only if requested before the due date. Final paper due April 30: No exceptions.

Essays and position papers must be typed.
Final exam
40%

Class discussion: This class will meet three times a week in both discussion and lecture format.  Most of that time will be devoted to discussing the assigned texts, occasionally in small groups.  In these discussions, you will be asked to raise questions, pose problems, interpret material, and debate the possible implications of what we’ve read.  You must learn to challenge each other and even, at times, to challenge me.
My Comments on Your Papers:

You must be willing to take both the positive and negative reactions gracefully. Positive reactions don’t make you a genius, and negative ones don’t brand you a fool. All they do is point out how and why an essay managed to communicate or failed to communicate what you intended. All reactions teach you something, so try to learn from them.

Paper Submission Guidelines: 

· All assignments prepared outside of class must be typed.  

· Please use a 12pt, readable font such as Times, Times New Roman, Courier, or Arial, using a font that makes your writing difficult to read is counterproductive. 

· Title all essays, left-justify the text and use 1-inch margins.  

· Number the pages.  

Grades: You should also be aware that I have high expectations for all members of this class.  In my opinion, a “B” is a very respectable grade, and indicates work well done. I reserve “A”s for those who perform exceptionally well, in effort as well as achievement, in written as well as oral work. Following is a general outline of how I determine essay grades. Please note that this outline in no way serves as a contract. Essay grades should be viewed as a continuum between the qualities listed in A and the deficiencies listed in D.  The qualities in the A category are those which will pull an essay’s grade up; similarly, the deficiencies listed in the D category will pull the grade down.  Thus the existence of intermediary grades C and B, + and -.  Note that C is deemed the average grade.  

A The truly excellent essay: shows unusual polish and style; presents a fresh, highly original approach to its subject; integrates and interprets quotations seamlessly to support assertions; avoids clichés; presents controversial or unorthodox ideas successfully; has an absence of mechanical and grammatical flaws; displays an adept use of language; has a strong opening which entices the reader to continue and a conclusion which leaves the reader in command of the essay's implications; is well structured; and displays a comfortable, readable, mature writing style.  After reading, the reader feels that they have learned something and is ready to read the essay again.
B  An above average essay presents an interesting point of view and shows attention to the use of language or to structuring the essay and contains a minimum of technical errors.  Little is included to distract or disturb the reading process.  Reading is a pleasure.
C The average essay meets the assignment and has a clear purpose (thesis) that is supported by the body of the essay.   Some technical and/or structural flaws may be present. The paper is often too vague or general and does not use examples or quotations from the text adequately. The reader is not instructed and is not tempted to read the paper again.

D  The below average essay fails to make its point, or the purpose of the essay is unclear.  The essay may also contain a combination of the following deficiencies: failure to respond to constructive advice offered by instructor; highly clichéd writing; has incoherent structure; contains logical contradictions; does not meet minimum page length or other specific assignment requirements; preaches rather than persuades; does not provide adequate evidence (including quotation of text) to support its assertions.

F  Failure results from and egregious combination of the errors listed in D above.  Failure to turn assignment in. Disregard of assignment instructions.

Course Schedule:

This syllabus is only a close approximation of how the course will be structured.  I reserve the right to reschedule readings, films, and activities, but for the most part we will follow the order mapped out here. Remember that passionate class participation is mandatory.
Note: On March 8 we will discuss the film Life is Beautiful, a film widely available for rental: I will expect you to come well-prepared to discuss this film that day.

Course Calendar

Jan 21 Introduction 

Jan 23  Origins of the Holocaust: An Historical and Philosophical Overview of Antisemitism (Read Lawrence Langer’s “On Writing and Reading Holocaust Literature” and “The Way it Was” Art from the Ashes pgs.3-15)

Jan 26 Antisemitism Lecture, continued (read Wiernik, “One Year in Treblinka,” pp. 18-51; “Kulmhof (Chelmno) Deathcamp” pp.52-59; Delbo, “Voices,” pp.77-94

Jan 28 Discussion of readings (read Browning, “One day in Josefow,” pp. 95-107; Levi, “Shame,” pp. 108-120)

Jan 30 Discussion of readings (read Amery, “Torture,” pp. 121-137; Langer, “Journals and Diaries,” 153-160; Lewin, “Diary of the Great Deportation,” pp. 161-199; Tory, “Memoir,” pp.215-233) Position paper due

Feb 2 Discussion of readings (Read Langer, “Fiction,” pp. 235-239; Appelfeld, “Tzili,” pp. 273-342)

Feb 4 Discuss Appelfeld’s “Tzili” (Read Borowski, “This Way for the Gas, Ladies and Gentlemen,” pp. 343-57)
Feb 6 Discuss Borowski, “This Way for the Gas, Ladies and Gentlemen” (Read Lustig, “Infinity,” pp. 358-378; Lind, “Resurrection,” pp. 406-426)
Feb 9  Lustig’s “Infinity” and Lind’s “Resurrection”
Feb 11  Dan Pagis 
Feb 13  Dan Pagis (Read Sutzkever pp. 563-583)
Feb 16Abraham Sutzkever (Read Nelly Sachs  pp.635-652)

Feb 18 Nelly Sachs (Read Jacob Glatstein pp. 653-662)

Feb 20 Jacob Glatstein (Read Ida Fink’s A Scrap of Time)

Feb 23 Fink’s A Scrap of Time (sign up for student conferences)
Feb 25Fink’s A Scrap of Time 
Feb 27 No class scheduled: student conferences
Mar 1 No class scheduled: student conferences

Mar 3 Lecture on Zionism and the Holocaust

Mar 5 Zionism and the Holocaust
Mar 8  Discussion of Life is Beautiful: the Problem of Holocaust Representation in the Cinema  

Mar 10 Anne Michaels, Fugitive Pieces; Abstracts for research papers due!
Mar 12 Anne Michaels, Fugitive Pieces Take-home midterm assigned (due March 26)
March 13-21: Spring Recess

Second-Generation and Witnessing

Mar 22 Discuss excerpts from Shoah (Read Joshu Sobol’s Ghetto pp. 480-552)
Mar 24 Sobol’s Ghetto 
Mar 26 Sobol’s Ghetto (Midterm due)
Mar 29  Alternative Resistance: Play and discuss audio excerpts from Wartime Yiddish Theater (Read David Grossman’s “Momik” CP)

Mar 31 Israeli Identity and The Holocaust Survivor in Grossman’s “Momik” Position paper due
Apr 2Israeli Identity and The Holocaust Survivor in Grossman’s “Momik”
Apr 5 View America and the Holocaust
Apr 7 Complete our viewing of America and the Holocaust; class discussion (Read Art Spiegelman’s Maus)
Apr 9 Spiegelman’s Maus 
Apr 12 Spiegelman’s Maus
Apr 14 Spiegelman’s Maus
Apr 16 Spiegelman’s Maus (Read Cynthia Ozick’s The Shawl)
Apr 19  Ozick’s The Shawl Position paper due 
Apr 21 Ozick’s The Shawl
Apr 23 Ozick’s The Shawl
Apr 26  Ozick’s The Shawl (Read Rebecca Goldstein’s “The Legacy of Raizel Kaidish” ON RESERVE)
Apr 28 Rebecca Goldstein’s “The Legacy of Raizel Kaidish”
Apr 30   Last Day Final paper due
