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Gabby Giffords’ bat mitzvah was
as joyous and tearful as you’d
expect

News

By Amy Silverman

 

As former U.S. Rep. Gabby Giffords stood before the congregation of Temple Chaverim in
Tucson, Ariz., and kissed her tallit, preparing to chant from the Torah for her bat mitzvah,
Rabbi Stephanie Aaron placed her hand atop Giffords’ hand, her voice rising and falling
along with Giffords’ own.

It was an emotional moment two decades in the making.

Learning to chant a Torah portion in Hebrew, studying the meaning of the text and offering
an interpretation to the congregation, not to mention memorizing all the prayers that
accompany the ceremony, can be a lot for anyone, whether you’re 13 or 51. But Giffords’
bat mitzvah, held on the last Saturday of November, also came with additional challenges,
and concluded a long, hard journey.

Giffords first approached Aaron in the early 2000s, when the politician was serving in the
Arizona legislature, wanting to know more about her Jewish roots. Her mother is a
Christian Scientist, her father was Jewish. His father was a rabbi, descended from a long
line of Lithuanian rabbis.

Aaron and Giffords began to study together.

Then life – and a near-fatal injury – got in the way.

In 2011, Giffords was shot in the head in an attack that left six people dead and 13 injured at
a Saturday morning constituent meet-and-greet outside a Safeway grocery store on the
outskirts of Tucson. Giffords left office, but her work as an advocate continues as she
lobbies for gun control and supports her husband, Mark Kelly, who was elected to the U.S. 
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Senate in 2020.

Giffords had to learn to stand again in all kinds of ways. She continues to struggle with her
speech.

“Gabby was shot through the left side of her brain,” her spokesperson Brian Wesolowski
wrote in an email. “Her injuries include paralysis on the right side of her body and aphasia,
which limits her ability to express her thoughts. Gabby continues to work on her recovery
by committing many hours to speech and physical therapy.”

Giffords and Aaron stayed in touch through the years, and the topic of becoming a bat
mitzvah came up several times. Then, two years ago, Giffords recruited three friends to
stand alongside her and become b’nai mitzvah. Their meetings moved online during the
pandemic.

The hard work resulted in a bat mitzvah service filled with “cascading joy,” as Aaron put it.
Giffords and her friends prayed, chanted and shared the meaning of the experience with
friends and family both in person and on Zoom.

Years ago, Aaron gave Giffords her Hebrew name, Gavriella — “my strength is G-d” in
Hebrew. Gavriel, an angel, morphs to gibor, meaning hero, Aaron said.

That makes perfect sense to Aaron, who calls Giffords and her friends “she-roes,” a term
she coined after rejecting the word heroine, as it sounds like an illegal drug, she said.

Aaron got as much out of studying with the women as they did from studying with her, the
rabbi said. Amanda Freed, Giffords’ friend and yoga teacher, was part of the group, so they
began each session with a chanted prayer but Aaron also incorporated mussar, an ancient
practice incorporating self-reflection and meditation.

“Gabby was always focused on tikkun olam,” Aaron said, describing the Jewish concept of
repairing the world as an equation. “Every time someone repairs something in their soul,
they’re repairing something in their world and vice versa.”

“We studied a lot of Jewish values. We studied justice and the pursuit of justice,” Aaron
said.

When Ruth Bader Ginsburg died, they spoke of her work and its meaning, incorporating 
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current events into the discussion whenever possible. They discussed the Torah portion of
the week, and eventually studied their own.

“My Torah portion is from Genesis, from the story of Joseph,” Giffords wrote in response to
questions from the Forward. “If you know Vayeshev you know it begins `And he lived.’ Any
story that begins ‘and he lived’ is good with me. I lived. Everything afterwards is a gift.

“My portion is about Joseph’s dream. It’s complex. The dream gets Joseph in a lot of
trouble. But Joseph is also brave, he speaks of his dreams whether they get him in trouble
or not. I am guided by a dream—the belief that we can, if we keep working, live in a safer
America without so much gun violence. My dream is important, even when it isn’t easy.”

A longtime fan of Giffords, Aaron recalled leaving the lawmaker’s home after one of their
first meetings and telling her husband, “We left the home of the woman who would have
been the first female Jewish president.”

And now, Aaron added, “She’s just one of the most brilliant humans I’ve ever encountered.
I know that’s still in there. And she’s able to sing.”

Giffords chanted her Torah portion along with Aaron and the rabbi read Giffords’ bat
mitzvah speech for her, but Giffords chanted the prayers, sang along with the
congregation and played “Amazing Grace” on the French horn near the conclusion of the
service.

“She picks up the melodies, just like the French horn,” Aaron said.

“Gabby really became a bat mitzvah. I really do feel that. She became a bat mitzvah and
she was all in and in joy and I felt happy for her.”

Giffords wrote, “I am a person who is always looking for ways to grow, to keep moving and
find new paths. I am proud and honored to become a bat mitzvah as an adult. It is never
too late to explore faith, to learn the stories of the past and reflect on their meaning
today.”

The event came at a particularly important time for Aaron, whose synagogue was defaced
earlier this year, the target of antisemitic hate crimes. The once open space is now
protected by security guards.
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Last month, a congregant came to Aaron about a planned bar mitzvah for her child and
said, “‘My child is afraid to have this ceremony because my child is afraid to stand up and
say they are a Jew.’ My heart just broke.”

It’s the rabbi’s job to pick up the pieces and move on, Aarons said. Giffords’ bat mitzvah
helped Aaron with that, she said.

“I learned so much from them,” she said of the women. “I learned a lot about courage,
persistence.”

One can’t help but ask, how does a rabbi make sense of a God who would allow such a
senseless act to rob a gifted leader of her ability to speak, to serve?

“It’s that ultimate question people ask. It’s not one of my questions,” Aaron said.

Instead, she asked, “Where were you? Where were the other human beings? Where were
all of us? How do we live in a country where there are more guns than humans? Where
were all of us?”

For Giffords, her Jewish studies have been an important source of strength.

“The story of the Jewish people is one of endurance, of bravery, of the will to keep going—
and learning those stories has been a source of comfort and inspiration to me,” she wrote. 

“I’ve had to keep going, to believe I could keep moving, in my own life. So many people
who’ve been injured, or suffered a loss, struggle to keep moving. I have the stories of Ruth,
Rachel, and Deborah, among others, to guide me.”

 
Amy Silverman is a journalist, writer, editor and teacher in Phoenix. She’s written about Arizona for The New
York Times and Washington Post, and her work has also appeared in ProPublica, Literary Hub, The Guardian,
Salon and on the radio shows This American Life and Here & Now. Amy is a two-time winner of the Arizona
Press Club’s Journalist of the Year Award for coverage of John McCain and Arizona’s juvenile corrections
system.
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Germany cut a reparations check
to a Holocaust survivor. Then it
demanded the money back.

News

By Louis Keene

 

The reparations checks Amira Gezow received every three months from the German
government mattered to her. She had worked to get them and had helped other survivors
secure theirs.

For Gezow, a German-born woman who lost both her parents in the Holocaust, the checks
were, monetarily, a pittance: 72.55 euros per month, or about 240 dollars per
disbursement. But they represented a measure of accountability, a tangible admission of
fault, even if the totality of her loss could never be repaid. She received the checks from
the late 1980s until she died in January at the age of 92.

A few months after her death, her daughter Ayelet Gezow received an unexpected letter
from the German government. It contained a ruthless calculation: Amira Gezow had died
two months into her most recent three-month disbursement period. Germany wanted the
last 72-and-a-half euros back.

At first, Ayelet said, she was shocked at the audacity of the message. Then, she fired back:
“After you killed my grandparents, you expect to receive this money out of my pocket?”

Gezow was navigating the somewhat arcane math and bureaucracy of Holocaust
reparations. The logic of these payments can be infuriating or dumbfounding — for
example, no payments are made to survivors because they lost family members, or even
their entire family, during the Holocaust — and even with the payments some survivors
have slipped into poverty. Reparations did not replace, or aim to replace, the generational
wealth many European Jews had stolen by the Nazis. Yet their symbolic importance
endures.
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The youngest of four, Ayelet Gezow had not been receiving the checks and said she was
barely aware of her mother’s finances during her lifetime. And as she pointed out,
reparations hardly covered her mother’s cost of living or defrayed her medical bills late in
life.

Yet the German consulate in New York was obstinate about getting the money back. When
she called seeking an explanation for the letter, Gezow says she was brusquely rebuffed.

“She was yelling at me, saying I was stealing money from Germany,” she recalled of the
conversation with a consulate employee. “You would think that with the history, there’d be
some decorum, some sensitivity — something.”

A harrowing escape

Not long after the Fall of France in 1940, young Charlotte Marguerite Siesel was thrown in
a cattle car with her parents and transported from Mannheim to Gurs, an internment camp
in the Pyrenees. Later, when the family was in transit to Auschwitz, a group of nurses
claiming to be the Red Cross — they were actually women from the French Resistance —
boarded the train and rescued the children from captivity. She would never see her parents
again: they were deported to Auschwitz in 1942.

The Resistance helped her get to the Swiss border, where she connected with a family she
knew who took her in. After the war, she moved to Israel through Hashomer Hatzair, a
socialist youth movement that placed her at Kibbutz Eilon, near the Lebanese border. It
was in Israel that Charlotte became Amira, and on the kibbutz where she met her husband,
Tzvi Gezow, and where they raised Ayelet and her siblings.

Germany began paying reparations to living victims of the Nazis in 1951, but it was not until
after her children were born that Amira Gezow began seeking reparations, her daughter
said. But because information about how to get them was hard to find, it took years to get
her application approved. Undeterred, she proceeded to help other Israel-based survivors,
including other members of her kibbutz, apply to receive the payments.

“It wasn’t retroactive by any stretch of the imagination,” said Ayelet Gezow.

It was around the same period, in the 1980s, that Gezow began speaking about her
experience during the war, first in large public engagements and later with her children
privately. She eventually self-published a memoir.
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Calculating loss

One of Ayelet Gezow’s immediate questions about her mother’s experience was why the
checks had been so small.

Charged with disbursing hundreds of millions of dollars from Germany to survivors each
year, the Claims Conference decided decades ago that trying to calculate the relative
worth of suffering was pointless, and that everyone who met survivor criteria would be
entitled to the same amount. According to Greg Schneider, executive vice president of the
Claims Conference, Gezow was one of about 50,000 Holocaust survivors who received
that monthly payment, about 580 euros a month.

The 72-euro payment, he said, would have come from another fund, most likely a pension
called ZRBG for survivors who were confined in ghettos and work camps. Unlike the Claims
Conference disbursements, however, the ZRBG payments refer to a set of variables to
calculate how much each survivor receives.

Schneider said 72 and a half euros “seems like a very, very low amount — kind of shocking,”
adding, “I don’t know of a lot of survivors who are receiving that.”

But, he said, there were other funds through which she might have received money: one
for Israeli survivors (established by bilateral agreement with Germany in 1952); and a child
survivor fund, through which the Claims Conference disburses one-time payments of
2,500 euros (about $2,800) to child victims of Nazi Germany.

“Depending upon what country you were from, and how old you were, and what
persecution you experienced, you might be entitled to a range of different pensions or
one-time payments,” Schneider said.

A zero-sum game

In an email to the Forward, the German consulate in New York said it could not determine
what specific fund had been disbursing the 72 euros per month, or how it had reached that
number. But it said the money given early to Gezow, once reclaimed, would go back into a
pot earmarked for survivors.

“Pension payments are meant to compensate Holocaust survivors for their personal
sufferings,” wrote Anton Klix, head of the consulate’s political department. “Any amount 
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that was intended for a period after the passing of a survivor could not serve this purpose.

"The Restitution Offices, with good intent, try to reclaim every overpaid amount,” he
continued, “because every euro that is refunded to the Restitution Office will be credited to
the restitution fund and will be used to help other Holocaust survivors who are in the need
for financial support.”

Additionally, an assistant to Klix said that 72 euros exceeded the minimum for overpaid
funds — in other words, up to a certain amount, no one would have been asked to pay the
money back. She was unable to say what the limit was.

In response, Ayelet Gezow said that because the money had already been given, it had
already been spent — towards her dying mother’s medical care.

Nevertheless, she wrote a check out to the German government for 72.55 euros. But the
entire experience left her concerned for how Germany would treat other survivors.

“All I wanted was for the Germans to acknowledge my mother as a human being,” she said
in an email. “All they needed to say is ‘We are sorry for your loss.’”

Louis Keene is a staff reporter at the Forward. He can be reached at keene@forward.com or on Twitter
@thislouis .
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Hanukkah today would make the
Maccabees roll over in their
graves

Culture

By Mira Fox

 

Corporations — and plenty of everyday people — treat Hanukkah as Jewish Christmas. It has
a nice little story about miraculous oil, plus you decorate your house and give gifts. Even
plenty of Jews feel this way; Hanukkah provides a way for us to participate in the music,
media and cheer that dominates the Christmas season. After all, for many of the people
taking advantage of Black Friday sales or putting up yard displays of lights and inflatables,
Christmas is barely even Christian anymore — it has become an American holiday about
Santa and reindeer and presents, and Jewish Americans don’t want to miss out.

This Christmas-centric celebration of Hanukkah would make the Maccabees — the stars
and heroes of the Hanukkah story — go to war. Again. This time against the American Jews
who so love celebrating the Maccabees’ last war, whether or not they know it.

Hanukkah, you see, is actually about zealotry, war and killing assimilated Jews. Today it
may be about eating fried foods, lighting candles in the dark of winter and unwrapping
gifts with your family on each of its eight nights, but the original holiday commemorates a
bloody war not only between the Maccabees and the Greeks but between the zealous and
the assimilated.

Not everyone knows this; the holiday has been simplified to make it more appealing to the
masses. Growing up, I was taught that Hanukkah was about the miracle of the oil, in which
the Jews needed to keep the temple lit but only had enough oil for a day. Miraculously, it
stayed lit for eight days, long enough to get more oil, and now we celebrate by eating oily
foods and lighting candles. Simple stuff — maybe a bit uninspiring, but it’s got magic and
good food and that’s enough for a solid holiday.

This is, however, a small part of the Hanukkah story; some scholars believe the miracle of
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the oil part was added later on in the holiday’s development, to spice up the story and
make it more about God and less about war. And regardless of when, why or how it
became part of the story, the miracle of the oil is only mentioned once in rabbinic
literature, in the Babylonian Talmud.

The holiday is really about the Maccabean revolt against the Seleucid Empire, a Hellenistic
state that ruled over the area of Judea in the beginning of the second century BCE. The
Seleucids allowed the Jews to continue to practice their religion at first, but eventually took
over the Jewish temple and were using it for sacrifices to Zeus, so a priest named
Matityahu, and his five sons — including Judah HaMaccabee — began a revolt against the
empire.

But that war was not really just between Jews and Greeks. It was also — possibly even
mostly — between Jews and other Jews.

During the Seleucid Empire, there was a movement to create a universal, Hellenistic
culture throughout the Greek empire, and there was a movement of Jews — often called
Hellenistic Jews — who didn’t mind this; they incorporated Greek cultural practices, such as
athletic competitions, into Jewish life while largely maintaining their own traditions. They
did not feel that being Jewish precluded their participation in Hellenistic culture, and
eagerly joined in Greek life, not unlike many secular or assimilated American Jews today
who hang stockings next to their hanukkiahs.

The Maccabees rejected the idea of Hellenistic Judaism, however, and the two movements
disagreed as to who would become the High Priest in the temple, causing violent conflict.
While one Seleucid emperor, Antiochus IV Epiphanes, did crack down on Jewish freedom of
worship, defiling the temple and forbidding circumcision, the internal Jewish theological
disagreements on purity of practice were also a major motivating factor in starting the
Maccabean revolt — possibly even a greater factor than the Seleucid rule. What’s certain is
that the Maccabees fought against and killed their Hellenized brethren during the war.

This means that the Maccabees’ win, and reclamation of the defiled temple, was not a
victory for the Jewish people as a whole, but instead for a specific form of Orthodoxy and
interpretation of Judaism. Their win helped start the Hasmonean dynasty, which ruled the
region for about 100 years, until Herod took over, and they instituted Hanukkah as a
celebration of their reclamation of the temple.

Of course, they may have won the battle, but the Maccabees lost the war; after the 
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destruction of the temple, Jews were forced into diaspora, where we absorbed all kinds of
traditions, even developing new languages such as Yiddish and Ladino that mixed Hebrew
with local tongues. Assimilation was essential to survival, and has enriched and diversified
Jewish traditions and practices for centuries. Much of the Talmud is even devoted to
refining traditions and interactions between Jewish communities and their gentile
neighbors.

It’s ironic that Hanukkah — a celebration of strict Orthodoxy and vicious repudiation of
assimilation — is, today, often most beloved by the the most assimilated Jews, who are
trying to fit in with a dominantly Christian culture with decorations and gifts that model
themselves after their Christmas counterparts. But even without the “Oy to the World”
merchandise, Hanukkah’s foundational traditions are based on regional traditions Jews
picked up in diaspora. You think they ate latkes in Hasmonean Jerusalem? Potatoes
originated in South America and didn’t even come to Europe until the 16th century;
Ashkenazi Jews living in diaspora in Eastern Europe incorporated them into their diets.

I don’t love the idea of celebrating religious extremists killing and exiling those who
disagree with their theological interpretations, so I enjoy the irony of Hanukkah, and
embrace these diasporic Hanukkah traditions as a way of thumbing our collective nose at a
restrictive regime. (I’m more fond of the diasporic tradition of eating potatoes than the
Christmas-lite Hanukkah merchandise, though.)

But despite all of this, the Maccabees’ message can still be felt in even the most
assimilated Hanukkah celebration — any Jew celebrating Hanukkah is doing so as a way to
maintain their connection to Judaism in the face of the Christian hegemony that dominates
the U.S. They may be more Hellenistic than Maccabean, but they’re still trying to hold onto
Jewish practice and celebrating its survival.

Page 12Get the latest at Forward.com

Mira Fox is a reporter at the Forward. Get in touch at fox@forward.com or on Twitter @miraefox .

https://www.forward.com/
https://twitter.com/miraefox


Was ‘Blazing Saddles’ better than
‘Young Frankenstein?’ — Mel
Brooks’ films ranked from 11-to-1

Culture

By Dan Epstein

 

For many of us, especially those who grew up in the 1960s and 70s, Mel Brooks has always
been something of an extended family member, the hilarious uncle we madly adore even
though he never actually shows up for our weddings, seders or any other festive
occasions.

Indeed, nothing sent a jolt of electricity through my childhood households quite like the
phrase “new Mel Brooks movie.” This wasn’t just another entertainment option — this was
an event, a rare visit from Uncle Mel that was sure to put a smile on your face and leave
you quoting his latest jokes for weeks or even years to come. (Yes, my dad took me to see
“Blazing Saddles” when I was seven, and yes that probably explains a lot about who I
turned out to be. But I digress…)

I felt a brief flash of that old excitement last week, when word hit the streets that the 95-
year-old comedy legend had inked a deal with Hulu to co-write and executive produce at
least eight episodes of a new variety series called “History of the World, Part II,” based
upon his 1981 film of (almost) the same name. But that initial buzz quickly dissipated once I
remembered that, well, “History of the World, Part I” was actually pretty uneven — and
that, by the time of his 90s films, Uncle Mel’s shtick was unfortunately wearing as thin as a
cheap shmatta.

Still, I’m really hoping for (and wishing Uncle Mel) the best with his new series, because if
there’s one thing this awful world could use, it’s a good dose of Mel Brooks-inspired
silliness. And while we’re waiting for it to hit the small screen, let’s look back over the 11
films he wrote and directed, and rank ‘em from worst to best.
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11. Life Stinks (1991)

In a plot that falls somewhere between “Trading Places” and “Sullivan’s Travels” — but
without the biting wit of the former or the sly social commentary of the latter — Brooks
plays a fabulously wealthy CEO who bets his rival (Jeffrey Tambor) that he can survive on
the streets for 30 days. What follows is an unpleasant mixture of tiresome slapstick gags
and grim scenes that attempt to convey (and occasionally squeeze some laughs from) the
desperation of homelessness; only Brooks’ charming waltz sequence with Lesley Ann
Warren (who plays a homeless dancer) injects any real light into the proceedings.

10. Dracula: Dead and Loving It (1995)

Brooks’ last directorial effort to date is also, sadly, one of his weakest. Spoofing the
Dracula franchise a la “Young Frankenstein” would have been a promising idea, if only the
1979 George Hamilton disco-Drac flick “Love at First Bite” hadn’t already beat Brooks to
the punch by a good 15 years. Leslie Nielsen and Brooks are agreeably hammy in their
respective roles as Dracula and his nemesis Dr. Van Helsing, but the jokes are largely
predictable and rarely rise above the level of mildly goofy. In other words, no fangs.

9. Robin Hood: Men In Tights (1993)

As one of the few viewers who genuinely loved Brooks’ 1975 Robin Hood-based sitcom
“When Things Were Rotten” (ABC canceled it after half a season), I was pleased to see him
return to Sherwood Forest 18 years later. Though it spoofs several scenes from specific
Robin Hood films — especially 1991’s Kevin Costner vehicle “Prince of Thieves” — you don’t
need to be familiar with them to enjoy this merry romp, though some patience may be
required to sit through the musical numbers. The film wasn’t warmly received upon
release, but it has developed a cult following over the years thanks in part to strong
performances by Dave Chappelle and Richard Lewis, as well as hilarious appearances by
Dom DeLuise (as the Godfather-esque Don Giovanni) and Brooks himself (as an itinerant
Rabbi who specializes in bargain circumcisions).

8. History of the World, Pt. I (1981)

Though you can’t fault the guy for trying, Brooks definitely bit off more than he could chew
with “History of the World, Pt. I,” a five-part anthology that explores the comedic
possibilities of the Stone Age, the Old Testament, the Roman Empire, the Spanish
Inquisition and the French Revolution. The gags miss as often as they hit, but the ones that 
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do connect — like when Brooks’ Moses accidentally breaks the stone tablet emblazoned
with Commandments 11-15 — are more than worth the price of admission. And if this is the
third Brooks film to feature Madeline Kahn doing a penis-size bit, well, nobody ever riffed
on penis size quite like Madeline Kahn.

7. High Anxiety (1977)

Ostensibly an Alfred Hitchcock parody, “High Anxiety” is really more of an homage to the
legendary British director; after all, it’s difficult to spoof someone whose work is already
filled with humor, even if Hitchcock’s laughs tended to be considerably darker than Brooks’.
The script is funny and the cast (including such Brooks faves as Madeline Kahn, Cloris
Leachman and Harvey Korman) is strong, but it’s the note-perfect nailing of Hitchcock’s
camera and editing techniques that really makes the film such a pleasure to watch.
Hitchcock himself was so impressed that he sent Brooks a case of expensive wine in
salute.

6. Spaceballs (1987)

Released four years after “Return of the Jedi,” this “Star Wars” parody was pilloried at the
time for being too late to the party, but its reputation has improved considerably over the
last few decades. (I have personally interviewed at least five metal bands who can quote
the film’s entire dialogue word-for-word.) If some of the gags are admittedly groan-worthy,
the ones that fall flat are reliably upstaged by the copious belly laughs; for instance, “Dark
Helmet” may be an uninspired spoof name for Darth Vader, but recasting Jabba the Hutt as
the gross and greasy “Pizza the Hutt” remains a stroke of Brooksian genius. “Spaceballs”
makes the most of a talented cast that includes Bill Pullman, John Candy, Rick Moranis
(who gets some of the film’s best lines as the aforementioned Dark Helmet) and Daphne
Zuniga, and is ultimately a lot more entertaining than any of the actual “Star Wars” films
that came after it. Watch it, and the Schwartz will be with you!

5. The Twelve Chairs (1970)

Perhaps the most underrated entry in the entire Brooks filmography, “The Twelve Chairs”
is an adaptation of a 1920s Russian novel of the same name involving the search for an
Imperial fortune hidden in the cushion of a dining room chair. More melancholy and wryly
humorous than laugh-out-loud funny, the film follows former aristocrat Ron Moody, roving
con artist Frank Langella and corrupt priest Dom DeLuise as they desperately traverse the
Soviet Republic in search of the chair and its jewels. Brooks has a great cameo as a 
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drunken villager who pines for his pre-Revolution beatings, but it’s DeLuise who
consistently steals the show; his hapless cry of “Oh, Lord… you’re so strict!” still echoes
through my head on a weekly basis.

4. Silent Movie (1976)

Making a silent feature film about the making of a silent feature film was a pretty meta
experiment even by Brooks’ self-referential standards, but “Silent Movie” actually works —
and it’s so funny and well-paced that the novelty of the undertaking quickly recedes into
the background. The film also simultaneously serves as both a celebration of the slapstick
comedies of the Silent Era and a nose-tweak to the modern film industry; the latter aspect
gets extra juice from silver screen icons Burt Reynolds, James Caan and Paul Newman, all
of whom seem to enjoy the hell out of play exaggerated versions of themselves. But the
film’s most memorable cameo goes to legendary mime Marcel Marceau, who of course
delivers the silent film’s lone spoken line.

3. The Producers (1967)

When watching “The Producers” again for the umpteenth time, I never fail to be struck
what a perfectly realized debut it is. Not only is it still screamingly funny, but so many of
the elements that would mark Brooks’ later films are already in place: the Borscht Belt-
tinged humor, the unlikely alliances (in this case, Zero Mostel’s blustery theatrical producer
and Gene Wilder’s nebbishy accountant), the outrageous supporting characters, the
production within the production, and of course the gleeful pushing of the boundaries of
taste. “Springtime for Hitler” and the film’s mocking of Nazis still resonate (and provoke
guffaws) nearly 55 years later, which was always the goal. “If I get on the soapbox and wax
eloquently [about the Holocaust], it’ll be blown away in the wind,” Brooks explained in a
1978 interview. “But if I do ‘Springtime for Hitler’ it’ll never be forgotten.” Mission
accomplished.

2. Young Frankenstein (1974)

Brooks’ and Gene Wilder’s horror parody so lovingly nails the look and atmosphere of
Universal’s 1930s “Frankenstein” series that the film would be a joy even without Teri
Garr’s Inga offering a literal “roll in ze hay,” Marty Feldman’s Igor revealing that he’s stolen
the brain of one “Abby Normal,” or horses being spooked by the mere mention of Cloris
Leachman’s Frau Blücher. The visual gags are just as strong as the verbal ones — who can
forget Wilder and his monster Peter Boyle teaming up for a soft-shoe routine on “Puttin’ 
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on the Ritz”? — and there’s also serious dramatic power in Wilder’s transformation from
skeptical professor to mad scientist. But the most underrated bit might be Boyle’s
soliloquy near the film’s end, in which the newly verbal monster charms the mob of
pitchfork-toting villagers by praising Dr. Frankenstein for giving him “a calmer brain and a
somewhat more sophisticated way of expressing myself.”

1.Blazing Saddles (1974)

Sure, it’s a parody of Hollywood westerns, and it’s loaded with scatological humor — but
“Blazing Saddles” is so much more than all of that. Just as “Springtime for Hitler” did with
the Nazis, the film takes on racism, the rape of the American West and the myth of
Manifest Destiny by subjecting it (and its perpetrators) to merciless mockery; people who
complain that the film “couldn’t be made today” tend to miss the fact that the screenplay’s
racial slurs are largely uttered by, in the immortal words of Gene Wilder’s Waco Kid,
“Simple farmers. People of the land. The common clay of the new West. You know,
morons.” But there’s hope for better days ahead on the screen, as well; I mean, has there
ever been a cooler interracial screen partnership than the Waco Kid and Cleavon Little’s
Sheriff Bart? Or a sexier interracial screen pairing than Sheriff Bart and Madeline Kahn’s Lili
Von Shtupp? Or a more uplifting celluloid example of Americans of all colors and creeds
coming together than when the settlers, immigrants and former slaves join forces to save
Rock Ridge from an army of bad guys? Throw in some authentic frontier gibberish, a
cameo appearance by Count Basie, and the most iconic campfire farting sequence in
cinematic history, and you really do have one of the greatest films ever made.
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Stephen Sondheim wrote the
soundtrack to all our lives

Culture

By Adam Langer

 

It’s a cliché to say that an artist has written the soundtrack of your life. When you think
about it, every artist we grew up with — even the ones we despise — writes that
soundtrack.

But when I think about Stephen Sondheim, that cliché is actually true. Every key moment
of my life, I can summarize with a Sondheim lyric or a show I saw.

I am a child in my parents’ house and I’m feeling overwhelmed by the raised voices around
me, wondering when it will ever be my turn to talk, and I am Henrik in “A Little Night Music”
singing “Later” and having a hard time believing that later will ever become now.

I’m maybe 12 or 13. I’m on a trip to New York with my school. To be honest, this is the most
sordid trip I’ve ever taken — some of the kids on the trip have brought along hash and pot;
one of the dads has given us a flask of whiskey; one kid in my room is so stoned, all he
does is rip up magazines and burn them in an ashtray. A few of the guys have been talking
up the idea of having everyone pair off with the girls in the other room for an orgy.

My mom has arranged for the whole group to see “Sweeney Todd.” And, for the entire two-
and-a-half hours, this group of over-privileged and messed-up kids sits rapt, silent,
completely captivated by the show — even the stoned kid who burnt all the paper; even the
one who suggested the orgy.

I had no idea art could do that.

I am a teenager dreaming of a bigger world, one I might escape to beyond the small one in
which I live and I am in my parents’ basement, blasting the LP to “Merrily We Roll Along”
and singing along with “Our Time.” And I’m hoping my time comes soon.

Get the latest at Forward.com Page 18

https://forward.com/culture/478209/tony-kushner-caroline-or-change-west-side-story-angels-in-america-jewish/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V38OQMuZ2Ug
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mB42a6oV0ZE&list=OLAK5uy_k_-4tU9YYCNpLE52HESM6zZx3ZuCORi6c
https://www.forward.com/


 

I just started college and I have spent the little bit of extra money my father has sent me
on a Metro-North ride into the city so I can see “Sunday in the Park with George” and,
though I imagine myself as the artist when he sings “Finishing the Hat,” the song I can’t
escape is the one Bernadette Peters sings, the one about “moving on,” the one where she
tells George to look at what he wants and not just where he is. It’s the song that plays in
my mind on the train ride all the way back home, dreaming of moving somewhere.
Anywhere.

Another few years pass, and there’s another bit of extra money, another Metro-North ride,
and another set of words and dreams that encompass all the hopes and fears I don’t yet
know how to say. I am starting to learn what it means to be an adult and yet I still feel like
Jack looking up at that great beanstalk and like Little Red coming face to face with the wolf
and realizing how many valuable things I know now that I never knew before, and maybe
never wanted to know.

At a certain point, new Sondheim shows become less frequent and the ones that do
appear — “Assassins” and “Passion,” for example — are harder for me to relate to. But by
now, there’s a whole body of work filled with moments that encapsulate each key moment
of adulthood the way Sondheim’s work embodied my youth.

I move to a new city full of strangers and, on the subway, my mind has “Another Hundred
People” on continuous repeat. In moments of doubt, I think of that song from “Road
Show,” the one about the man who has no talent other than recognizing others’ talent. I
fall in love and there’s “One Hand, One Heart.” And “Not a Day Goes By.” I become a dad
and there’s a time when I don’t think any song can sum up that experience better than
“Children Will Listen.”

I learn that someone I cared deeply for has died. For me, whenever that happens, I think
only of my mother and the way she sings a song from “A Little Night Music” when she gets
bad news — “Every Day a Little Death.”

And then, there are the songs that have nothing to do with my life but make me feel what
it must be like to live someone else’s — to be a mother poisoning her son, the Shogun, or a
demon barber wreaking revenge on all those who’ve wronged him. And the one song that
meant so much to me that I actually wrote to Sondheim directly asking what inspired him
to write it.

A week later, a response arrived from the man himself — typewritten on his personal 
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stationery because he was old school and responded to every letter he received. He was
that kind of guy.

How do you mark the passing of an artist whose work was so full of life and all of its
complexities? For, even as I sit here mourning the death of the man who wrote the
soundtrack of our lives, all I can think of is how his work taught me all the joys of “Being
Alive.”
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Pandemic Hanukkah at Biden’s
White House feels like a family
gathering

News

By Jacob Kornbluh

 

Absent were the bands and choir performing traditional holiday songs. Notably missing,
too, were the signature lamb-chop trays and assorted latkes. And in the pandemic-limited
crowd of 150, dotted with yarmulkes with the presidential seal, a lone member of the
Hasidic community of Borough Park, Brooklyn — a community that voted in large numbers
for Donald Trump and who had an open door in his White House — stood out.

Wednesday evening’s affair in the East Room of the White House was a very different
Hanukkah party than all that have come before it in a tradition begun in 2001. It was a
more intimate affair, due to concerns about the coronavirus, and for many of the
attendees, it felt more personal.

“This is a White House tradition,” President Joe Biden noted at the beginning of his
remarks. “But for the first time in history it is a family tradition.”

He was talking about the family of Vice President Kamala Harris, whose husband. Doug
Emhoff, is Jewish — a first. It was also the first time that the menorah — designed by the
famous Holocaust survivor Manfred Anson — was lit by a Jewish Senate Majority Leader,
Chuck Schumer.

After Rabbi Lauren Holtzblatt of Congregation Adas Israel in Washington, D.C. recited the
blessings, guests spontaneously broke out singing the traditional poem of Maoz Tzur.
“It felt deeply moving and spiritual,” said Randi Weingarten, president of the American
Federation of Teachers and the wife of Rabbi Sharon Kleinbaum of Congregation Beit
Simchat Torah in Manhattan.

Susie Stern, founder of Jewish Women for Joe, said she had told the president before the 
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event, “Out there is a room where everybody loves you.” She was among the candle-
lighters, alongside Emhoff, Schumer and Rabbi Aaron Glat, joked that she was glad she
didn’t burn the place down. “Schumer told me, “Don’t drop it,’” she said.

The president’s remarks were relatively informal — he said Glatt, a doctor and associate
rabbi at the Young Israel of Woodmere, N.Y., had told him that Hanukkah is Thanksgiving
on steroids.

Biden acknowledged Jewish members of his cabinet as well as Israel’s new ambassador to
the U.S., Michael Herzog, and Deborah E. Lipstadt, whose nomination as antisemitism
envoy has been blocked by Senate Republicans. Then he repeated his favorite Golda Meir
story in detail, reiterated his commitment to fighting antisemitism, and said he had
recently been bragging about his many trips to Israel to members of his staff.

“And then, all of a sudden, I realized, “God, you’re getting old, Biden,” the president said to
laughter.

“You can always build back better, perhaps, build back brighter,” Biden added, connecting
the title of his signature infrastructure bill to the holiday’s story of rededicating the Temple
and to the resurgence of the American Jewish community after the Holocaust.

Rabbi Kleinbaum said that she was “deeply moved” to be back at the White House after
four years of Trump and “to be celebrating the deepest values of Hanukkah by the
president of the United States.

Norm Eisen, a former ambassador and a counsel in the first impeachment trial of President
Trump, said Emhoff’s role was the highlight of the event. He said that while he missed
chomping on the kosher lamb chops, he was gratified to “have the zechus to have a
member of the mishpucha, of klal yisrael be part of the celebration,” using Yiddish and
Hebrew terms for honor, family and the Jewish people.

The event was organized by Chanan Weissman, the White House Jewish liaison, whose
fourth child was born on Monday night. “Tonight we get to celebrate Chananukah,” Emhoff
joked.

William Daroff, CEO of the Conference of Presidents of Major American Jewish
Organizations, said it was meaningful that the event took place despite the pandemic, to
celebrate “Jewish continuity and the integral role Jews play in this citadel of freedom.”  
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Daroff’s predecessor, Malcolm Hoenlein — who has attended every White House Hanukkah
event going back to former President Jimmy Carter except for last year’s — said that the
fact that most powerful country in the world designates a day to celebrate the Jewish
holiday is “a level of acceptance that is of great significance.”

David Schwartz, a member of the Hasidic community and a Democratic district leader in
Brooklyn, said he “felt honored,” as the grandson of Holocaust survivors, to be at the
annual event for the first time.

After about an hour of speeches and schmoozing, guests took selfies with Biden on the
rope line. There were sugar cookies decorated with the presidential seal at the exit.
Outside, masked and socially distanced, a minyan including Rep. Ted Deutch of Florida
assembled outside for the evening prayers.
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