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 Film 

 Do horror and Hasidim mix? A new 
 film says yes 

 By PJ Grisar 

 One  night  seven  years  ago,  movie 
 producers  Hank  Hoffman  and  Jonathan 
 Yunger  spent  a  sleepless  night  creating  a 
 monster. 

 It  wasn’t  Hoffman’s  first  time  pulling  an 
 all-nighter  —  he  used  to  work  the  spookiest 
 shift  in  Judaism  as  a  shomer,  or  guardian,  at 
 a Jewish morgue in Toronto. 

 “I  used  to  hang  out  with  the  corpses  when  I 
 was  18  from  midnight  to  6  in  the  morning  by 
 myself,” Hoffman said. 

 A  morgue  is  a  central  setting  for  Hoffman 
 and  Yunger’s  new  horror  film  The  Offering, 
 about  a  Hasidic  funeral  director  in  Borough 
 Park,  Brooklyn,  who’s  haunted  by  a  demon 
 called Abyzou. 

 The  film,  which  opens  in  the  U.S.  and  on 
 streaming  services  Jan.  13,  was  made  to  be 
 more  than  just  a  horror  movie.  Hoffman  and 
 Yunger  wanted  to  accurately  depict  Hasidic 
 life  and,  wherever  possible,  counter  what 
 they  view  as  negative  narratives  about  the 
 community  presented  by  other  films  and  TV 
 shows. 

 “With  what’s  out  there  today,  it’s  been 
 misconstrued  and  unfortunately  these  types 

 of  shows  don’t  have  any  disclaimers  or 
 anything  on  the  front  of  them,”  said  Yunger, 
 co-president  of  Millennium  Media,  which 
 produces  The  Expendables  action 
 franchise.  ”We  wanted  to  show  people  that 
 there  is  a  depth  here  and  there  is  a  respect 
 and  there  is  holiness  in  the  women  and 
 there’s holiness in the men.” 

 Director  Oliver  Park,  an  English  filmmaker 
 who  isn’t  Jewish,  brought  Yunger  and 
 Hoffman’s  script  to  life  in  Sofia,  Bulgaria, 
 during  the  peak  of  the  COVID  pandemic. 
 The  cast  and  crew  formed  a  sort  of 
 coronavirus  eruv,  recreating  Borough  Park 
 on  Millennium’s  backlot  and  peopling  it  with 
 local  Bulgarians  dressed  like  frum  Jews. 
 Shows  like  Unorthodox  have  proved  sets 
 are  no  substitute  for  shooting  exteriors  on 
 location,  but  that  show  helped  create  The 
 Offering’s illusion of authenticity. 

 “We  rented  the  pais  from  Unorthodox,”  said 
 Yunger.  “They  shipped  it.  It  was  the  funniest 
 package I’ve ever gotten in my life.” 

 On  soundstages,  production  designer  Phil 
 Murphy  and  Park,  who  trained  as  an 
 architect  before  directing  the  horror  shorts 
 Still  and  Vicious,  constructed  an  attic  strewn 
 with  melting  candles  and  actual  kabbalistic 
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 text.  As  Abyzou  ramps  up  its  attacks,  the 
 set itself begins to founder. 

 Central  to  The  Offering’s  story  are  three 
 men:  Yosille  (Anton  Trendafilov),  who 
 summons  Abyzou  while  trying  to  resurrect 
 his  beloved  wife;  undertaker  Saul  (Allan 
 Corduner)  another  widower;  and  Arthur 
 (Nick  Blood),  Saul’s  off-the-derech  son  who 
 married  outside  the  faith  and  is  desperate  to 
 provide  for  his  growing  family.  Hoffman  and 
 Yunger  designed  these  plots  to  challenge 
 the  perception,  which  they  say  is  common  in 
 media,  that  Hasidic  men  disrespect  their 
 wives. 

 Corduner,  whose  first  feature  film  credit  was 
 as  yeshiva  student  Shimmele  in  1983’s 
 Yentl,  and  last  year  appeared  as  Lydia  Tár’s 
 spurned  assistant  conductor  in  Tár,  has  a 
 long  career  of  playing  observant  Jews  — 
 notably  alongside  Al  Pacino’s  Shylock  in 
 Michael  Radford’s  film  of  Merchant  of 
 Venice. 

 He  didn’t  need  much  coaching  for  a  pivotal 
 scene,  where  Saul  sings  “Aishet  Chayil,”  a 
 tribute  to  the  Jewish  woman  from  the  Book 
 of  Proverbs,  to  his  departed  wife.  Corduner 
 was  drawn  to  what  he  called  the  “ritualistic 
 Kabbalah  gone  berserk”  in  the  script  and 
 the interfaith marriage at its center. 

 “One  can  relate  very  strongly  to  a  man  who 
 had  shut  out  his  child  —  only  to  find  that  it 
 was  the  mistake  that  haunted  him,”  said 
 Corduner. 

 Cloaking  these  philosophical  concerns  are, 
 of  course,  scares,  for  which  Park  drew 
 inspiration  from  the  German  Expressionist 
 film  The  Golem:  How  He  Came  Into  the 

 World,  Caravaggio’s  “Sacrifice  of  Isaac,”  the 
 Silent  Hill  video  game  series  and  his  own 
 nightmares. 

 “This  is  not  my  culture,”  Park  admitted, 
 “although  I  would  say  my  culture  is  horror. 
 That’s  one  thing  I  can  bring  to  the  table  in 
 spades, I know how to scare people.” 

 To  make  sure  the  scares  were  rooted  in 
 credible  mysticism,  the  dialect  coach 
 Michael  Andron  looked  to  the  Talmud  to  find 
 a spell. 

 “We  just  kind  of  twisted  it  and  turned  it  so 
 that  we  weren’t  summoning  any  demons 
 onto  the  set,”  said  Andron,  who  met  Yunger 
 while  directing  him  in  a  Jewish  theater 
 company. 

 The  Offering,  which  boasts  an  international 
 cast,  including  Paul  Kaye  (Thoros  of  Myr  on 
 Game  of  Thrones)  as  a  tooth-picking 
 chewing  mortician  named  Heimish,  places  a 
 premium  on  storytelling  and  scares.  Certain 
 inaccuracies  (a  character  wearing  tefillin  on 
 the  first  day  of  a  shiva,  for  instance)  may 
 leap  out  to  a  Jewish  viewer.  The  film  also 
 has  a  similar  conceit  and  the  same  Borough 
 Park  setting  as  2019’s  The  Vigil,  which 
 featured  a  wealth  of  Yiddish  dialogue  and 
 an actual Hasidic actor in Menashe Lustig. 

 But  Hoffman,  who  grew  up  Modern 
 Orthodox  and  used  to  teach  Likutei 
 Moharan,  a  central  text  of  the  Breslov 
 Hasidic  movement  in  Safed,  said  the  crew 
 was  committed  to  authenticity.  While  Saul’s 
 sect  is  intentionally  left  vague,  Hoffman  said 
 there  are  “winks”  to  Breslov  throughout, 
 even in the form of street graffiti. 
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 It  was  important  for  the  filmmakers  to 
 capture  an  overall  feel  of  the  Hasidic 
 community  in  an  effort  to  humanize  Hasidim 
 for  the  world.  But  Hoffman  and  Yunger, 
 while  concerned  with  antisemitism,  were 
 also  intrigued  by  what  a  Jewish  horror 
 movie might look like. 

 “The  notion  of  evil  in  Christianity  versus  the 
 notion  of  evil  and  Judaism  is  uniquely 
 different,  which  allows  you  to  have  uniquely 
 different  horror  tales,”  said  Hoffman,  noting 
 how  in  Christian  exorcism  stories  give  evil 
 its  own  autonomy.  The  Jewish  view, 
 Hoffman  said,  stresses  freedom  of  choice, 
 in  which  evil  arises  when  we  substitute 
 God’s will for our own. 

 “Only  we  determine  how  much  good  and 
 evil  enter  the  world,”  Hoffman  said.  “If  we 
 don’t  stay  within  our  own  moral  circle  and 
 we  step  outside  of  it,  then  we  invite  it  in. 
 And  evil  you  need  to  feed  it  to  sustain  it.  If 
 we  stop  feeding  evil,  it  ceases  to  exist.  We 
 are  the  ones  actually  nourishing  it  and  so 
 that  thematic  idea  is  really  the  underlying 
 Jewish ethos.” 

 For  Yunger,  the  film  is  not  just  about  the 
 promise  of  Jewish  horror  —  it’s  also  a 
 challenge. 

 “The  Offering  is  going  to  come  out,”  Yunger 
 said.  “What  other  young  filmmaker  is  going 
 to come out and try to top this thing?” 
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 News 

 What do you do when you lose to 
 George Santos? Ask Robert 

 Zimmerman 
 By Jacob Kornbluh 

 Hours  after  George  Santos  was  sworn  in  to 
 serve  in  the  118th  Congress,  some  100 
 protesters  gathered  Saturday  morning 
 outside  Santos’  district  office  in  Queens, 
 New  York,  demanding  his  resignation. 
 Santos,  a  Republican  freshman  from  New 
 York,  is  under  investigation  for  fabricating 
 critical  details  of  his  biography  and  has 
 come  under  scrutiny  for  lying  about  his 
 Jewish background. 

 The  protest  was  led  by  Robert  Zimmerman, 
 the  Democrat  who  lost  to  Santos  by  almost 
 8 points in November. 

 Since  Santos  has  shown  no  sign  that  he  is 
 willing  to  resign,  there  are  few  paths  to  him 
 vacating  his  post.  Congress  could,  in  theory, 
 launch  an  ethics  probe  into  his  actions. 
 Such  a  move  would  require  House  Speaker 
 Kevin  McCarthy,  who  relied  on  Santos’  vote 
 in  his  narrow  win  for  the  speakership,  to 
 isolate  him  or  have  him  expelled  by 
 two-thirds  of  his  colleagues.  Both  scenarios 
 are highly unlikely. 

 Federal  prosecutors  are  investigating 
 Santos’  finances,  and  the  Nassau  County 

 District  Attorney’s  office  is  looking  into  his 
 fabrications  about  his  past.  Brazilian 
 authorities  said  they  intend  to  revive  fraud 
 charges  against  Santos,  related  to  a  2008 
 incident regarding a stolen checkbook. 

 Santos  has  already  indicated  he  won’t  run 
 for  reelection  in  2024,  although  he  is  not 
 bound by that decision. 

 In  an  interview,  Zimmerman  said  he  views 
 himself  as  playing  a  meaningful  role  in 
 keeping  up  the  pressure  against  Santos  — 
 by  rallying  activists  and  constituents  and 
 pressuring  local  Republican  leaders  to 
 speak  out.  Zimmerman  is  quick  to  point  out 
 that  he  is  not  making  the  case  that  he 
 should  be  the  candidate  to  replace  Santos 
 in  the  case  of  a  special  election.  He  is  aided 
 by  some  150  local  Democratic  activists  who 
 call  themselves  “Zimmterns,”  high  school 
 and  college-aged  interns  who  worked  on  the 
 Zimmerman campaign. 

 “This  is  not  about  me,”  he  stressed.  “This  is 
 a  fraud  perpetrated  on  the  people  of  my 
 congressional  district.  He  has  mocked  them 
 in the most hateful, cynical way.” 
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 A toss-up 

 The  race  between  Santos  and  Zimmerman 
 was  viewed  through  a  historical  and 
 personal  lens.  It  was  the  first  such  contest 
 between  two  openly  gay  candidates  who 
 were  Jewish.  Both  candidates  ran  for 
 Congress  before:  Zimmerman  in  1982  and 
 Santos  in  2020  when  he  challenged 
 then-incumbent  Rep.  Tom  Suozzi,  and  each 
 raised $3 million during the election cycle. 

 The  3rd  Congressional  District  leans 
 Democratic.  President  Biden  won  it  by  10 
 points  in  2020,  although  the  Cook  Political 
 Report ranked it a toss-up. 

 Zimmerman  expressed  no  regrets  about 
 how  he  handled  his  opponent  during  the 
 campaign.  “I  am  holding  my  head  high,”  he 
 said, “and proud about the race we ran.” 

 He  called  the  recent  investigative  reports 
 into  Santos’  lies  about  his  education, 
 upbringing  and  his  finances  “validating,”  but 
 criticized  the  national  media  for  overlooking 
 many  of  the  issues  that  he  raised  during  the 
 campaign.  He  pointed  to  an  87-page 
 opposition  research  document  the 
 Democratic  Congressional  Campaign 
 Committee  released  that  could  have  led  to 
 national  exposure  of  Santos  as  a  person 
 unworthy  of  the  office  before  voters  went  to 
 the ballot booth. 

 “I  think  it  would  have  a  very  dramatic 
 difference  on  the  race,”  Zimmerman 
 suggested,  noting  that  local  publications, 
 Newday,  The  North  Shore  Leader  and  Blank 
 Slate  Media  had  “raised  some  of  these 
 issues  and  asked  tough  questions”  during 
 the  campaign.  Zimmerman  acknowledged 

 that  Santos  “was  never  a  long  shot”  and  that 
 the  revelations  would  “have  been  a  game 
 changer”  should  he  have  faced  the  media’s 
 scrutiny. 

 Zimmerman  said  that  in  the  two  debates 
 with  his  Republican  opponent,  Santos 
 “would literally lie with almost joy.” 

 But  there’s  no  indication  that  Zimmerman 
 would  have  won  the  race  had  Santos  been 
 exposed  early  enough  or  would  have  been 
 replaced  by  another  Republican  candidate. 
 Santos  underperformed  Lee  Zeldin,  the 
 Republican  nominee  for  governor  by  5 
 points,  and  received  16,000  fewer  votes 
 than  in  2020.  Yet,  he  still  managed  to  win 
 the race. 

 Crime  —  an  issue  that  made  the 
 gubernatorial  race  competitive  —  was  the 
 driving  factor  in  the  Republican  House 
 victories  on  Long  Island  and  upstate  New 
 York.  First  Lady  Jill  Biden  stumped  for 
 Zimmerman  in  the  final  weeks  of  the 
 campaign,  which  underscored  Democratic 
 concerns about the party’s prospects. 

 A very Jewish candidate 

 Jews  make  up  11%  of  the  population  in  the 
 district,  according  to  David  Pollock, 
 associate  executive  director  of  the  Jewish 
 Community Relations Council of New York. 

 Zimmerman  was  one  of  three  Jewish 
 candidates  who  competed  in  the 
 Democratic  primaries  for  the  open  seat.  He 
 has  lived  in  the  district  since  he  was  9  years 
 old  and  worked  for  multiple  congressmen 
 who  previously  held  that  seat.  He 
 co-founded  a  marketing  communications 
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 company  and  is  a  member  of  the 
 Democratic National Committee. 

 Unlike  Santos,  Zimmerman’s  Jewish 
 background  is  not  an  issue  of  debate. 
 “There  is  nothing  about  my  public  life  or  my 
 biography  that  I’ve  ever  lied  about,” 
 Zimmerman said. 

 He  is  the  past  president  of  Great  Neck  B’nai 
 Brith  and  served  as  head  of  the  American 
 Jewish  Congress  Long  Island  Division.  In 
 the  1980s,  Zimmerman  teamed  up  with 
 Steve  Israel,  who  later  became  a  member  of 
 Congress  in  2001,  and  together  they  visited 
 the  Soviet  Union  to  help  families  of  Jewish 
 refuseniks  emigrate  to  the  U.S.  He  had  his 
 bar  mitzvah  at  Temple  Emanuel  of  Great 
 Neck,  where  his  father  served  as  president 
 and  his  mother  served  as  president  of  the 
 Sisterhood in the mid-1980s. 

 Zimmerman,  68,  said  that  he  had  a  poster 
 of  Moshe  Dayan,  the  late  Israeli  defense 
 minister,  hanging  in  his  bedroom. 
 Zimmerman  recalled  that  during  the  Six  Day 
 War  in  1967  and  the  Yom  Kippur  War  in 
 1973,  he  walked  around  with  a  transistor 
 radio  listening  to  debates  at  the  United 
 Nations and for other news updates. 

 Santos  falsely  claimed  to  have  Jewish 
 grandparents  who  fled  anti-Jewish 
 persecution  during  World  War  II  and  called 
 himself  a  “proud  American  Jew”  in  a 
 position  paper  he  shared  with  Jewish  and 
 pro-Israel  groups.  But  the  Republican 
 Jewish  Coalition  did  not  believe  Santos  was 
 viable  enough  to  earn  their  endorsement, 
 according  to  people  familiar  with  the  internal 
 deliberations.  (The  group  did  invite  Santos 

 to  speak  at  its  November  conference  weeks 
 after  he  won  the  election  and  after  he  told 
 them he was Jewish.) 

 In  an  October  interview  with  the  Forward, 
 Zimmerman  highlighted  Santos’  close 
 relationship  with  Rep.  Marjorie  Taylor 
 Greene,  a  Georgia  Republican  who  was 
 removed  from  her  committee  assignments 
 last  year  due  to  her  embrace  of  QAnon 
 conspiracy  theories  and  antisemitic  tropes. 
 “We  in  the  Jewish  community  cannot  rely 
 upon  individuals  who  run  for  Congress  to 
 affiliate  themselves  with  hate  mongers  who 
 at  the  end  of  the  day  hate  us  as  a  Jewish 
 community,” Zimmerman said. 
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 Art 

 Will we ever know the impact the 
 Nazi regime had on this 

 groundbreaking female artist? 
 By Mira Fox 

 Meret  Oppenheim  was  haunted  her  entire 
 life  by  a  teacup.  Object,  also  sometimes 
 called  “Breakfast  in  Fur,”  instantly  became 
 one  of  the  quintessential  pieces  of  surrealist 
 art  when  Oppenheim  created  it  by  covering 
 a  teacup,  saucer  and  spoon  with  gazelle  fur 
 in 1936, when she was 23. 

 But  it  was  a  high  she  was  not  to  return  to  for 
 decades.  When  Object  debuted  in  a 
 landmark  Paris  exhibition,  Exposition 
 surréaliste  d’objets,  put  on  by  surrealist 
 tastemaker  and  theorist  André  Breton, 
 Oppenheim  became  the  darling  of  the 
 vibrant  Paris  art  scene.  New  York  City’s 
 Museum  of  Modern  Art  bought  it,  its  first 
 acquisition  from  a  woman.  But  the  next 
 year,  she  was  forced  to  leave  it;  pushed  out 
 by  the  Nazi  regime,  she  hunkered  down  in 
 Switzerland,  where  her  family  had  also  fled. 
 This  period,  beginning  in  1937,  marked  an 
 18-year  depression  and  creative  rut,  from 
 which  Oppenheim  emerged  a  very  different 
 artist. 

 Meret  Oppenheim:  My  Exhibition,  a 
 retrospective  currently  on  view  at  the 
 Museum  of  Modern  Art,  traces  Oppenheim’s 
 career,  from  her  high  school  pencil  sketches 
 to  her  late-life  sculptures  and  oil  paintings. 
 Nearly  impossible  to  categorize,  the  artist’s 
 work  includes  jarringly  strange  objects 

 made  of  found  materials,  like  Object,  but 
 also  dreamy  paintings,  Cubist-inflected 
 sculptures,  mediums  including  brass  and 
 wood  and  oil  and  collage,  and  themes  like 
 Jungian  psychology,  androgyny  and  Greek 
 mythology. 

 The  only  defining  element  of  Oppenheim’s 
 work  is  her  stubborn  defiance  of  category; 
 near  the  end  of  her  life  —  she  died  in  1985 
 —  she  meticulously  curated  her  own 
 retrospective  for  a  1984  exhibit  in  Bern, 
 drawing  pages  of  miniature  sketches  of  her 
 work  and  organizing  them  into  an  exhibition 
 to  ensure  that  she  defined  her  own  legacy. 
 (The  MoMA  retrospective,  which  also 
 showed  at  Kunstmuseum  Bern  and  Menil 
 Collection  in  Houston,  partially  hewed  to 
 these instructions.) 

 So  perhaps  it  is  not  surprising  that  she  also 
 defied  the  category  of  Jew.  The  MoMA 
 exhibit  shies  away  from  describing 
 Oppenheim  or  her  —  very  secular  —  family 
 as  Jewish,  instead  saying  her  move  to 
 neutral  Switzerland  was  motivated  by 
 persecution  for  the  family’s  “Jewish  last 
 name.”  (Her  mother  was  a  non-Jewish 
 Swiss  citizen,  which  enabled  their  move  to 
 the Alps.) 

 Yet  Jewishness  clearly  had  a  huge  impact 
 on  Oppenheim’s  life  and  artistic  trajectory. 
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 Most  exhibit  rooms  are  brimming  with  the 
 results  of  the  artist’s  lifelong  chaotic 
 productivity,  but  one  is  sparsely  hung, 
 covering  her  lengthy  depressive  period, 
 starting  when  she  returned  to  Basel  in  1937, 
 and  including  the  entirety  of  World  War  II, 
 which  was  likely  caused,  at  least  in  part,  by 
 her  forced  separation  from  the  famous 
 Parisian art and café scene of the era. 

 Until  she  departed,  the  Parisian  milieu 
 clearly  shaped  Oppenheim’s  work.  The 
 famous  Object  was  the  result  of  a  cafe  chat 
 with  Pablo  Picasso  and  photographer  Dora 
 Maar,  who  remarked  on  a  fur  bracelet  of 
 Oppenheim’s.  At  19,  she  modeled  for  Man 
 Ray.  Marcel  Duchamp  mentored  her.  She 
 was briefly, and torridly, Max Ernst’s lover. 

 But  though  she  remained  in  contact  with 
 many  of  the  towering  figures  of  Parisian 
 surrealism,  Oppenheim’s  forced  return  to 
 Switzerland  removed  her  from  a  creative 
 community  that  had,  until  then,  been  a 
 source  of  creative  inspiration  and 
 encouragement.  It  seems  likely  that  her 
 return  to  Switzerland  was,  at  least  in  large 
 part,  responsible  for  her  lengthy  creative 
 block. 

 Oppenheim  destroyed  much  of  the  art  she 
 produced  during  her  depressive  period  in 
 Basel,  so  it’s  hard  to  say  exactly  what 
 themes  haunted  her  during  this  time.  Only 
 one  of  the  pieces  in  this  portion,  a  1943  oil 
 painting  titled  War  and  Peace,  deals 
 obviously  with  the  war.  In  it,  festively 
 costumed  figures  sit  amid  an  idyllic  pastoral 
 scene  at  the  edge  of  the  border  demarcated 
 by  twinkling  lights;  on  the  other  side, 
 red-tinged darkness looms. 

 But  despite  the  obvious  influence, 
 Oppenheim  did  not  assign  this  depressive 
 period  to  fear  or  war  or  even  separation 
 from  her  colleagues.  “This  crisis  was 
 actually  a  crisis  of  self-confidence,”  she 

 said,  instead.  “The  whole  patriarchal  world 
 fell on my neck.” 

 And  it  is  this  resistance  to  outside  definition 
 that  is  key  to  understanding  Oppenheim’s 
 work,  which  otherwise  can  feel  dizzyingly 
 wide-ranging.  Oppenheim  stubbornly 
 refused  to  allow  Jewishness  to  define  her, 
 even  when  it  clearly  impacted  her;  so  too 
 she  resisted  so  many  attempts  at 
 categorization. 

 As  a  young  artist  in  Paris,  Oppenheim  broke 
 off  her  affair  with  Max  Ernst  to  protect  her 
 own  creativity,  loath  to  be  known  as  a  mere 
 muse  for  an  older,  more  famous  artist.  Later, 
 she  left  surrealism  behind  entirely,  cutting 
 ties  with  Bréton  and  moving  into  a  younger, 
 Swiss  scene  dominated  by  pop  art.  She 
 even,  repeatedly,  rejected  her  own  fur 
 teacup,  saying  it  limited  her  and  calling 
 questions  about  it  “boring”  in  an  interview 
 shown at the end of the MoMA exhibit. 

 Perhaps  Oppenheim’s  forced  exodus  from 
 the  Parisian  scene  was,  in  a  way,  a  boon, 
 allowing  the  artist  to  define  herself,  far  away 
 from  the  looming  influence  of  Bréton  or 
 Ernst. 

 Meret  Oppenheim:  My  Exhibition  is  a 
 confusing  experience;  there’s  no  cohesive 
 style  to  speak  of,  few  repeated  themes,  and 
 the  wall  text  offers  sparse  biographical 
 details.  (For  example,  Wolfgang  La  Roche, 
 Oppenheim’s  husband,  for  nearly  20  years, 
 is  mentioned  only  once,  in  passing.)  Major 
 events  in  her  life  —  such  as  fleeing  the 
 Nazis  —  seem  to  barely  make  a  mark.  We 
 can’t tell what impact they had, or didn’t. 

 Perhaps  that  is  the  overarching  theme  of 
 her  life  and  work:  Oppenheim  labored  to  be 
 an enigma. She succeeded. 

 “Meret  Oppenheim:  My  Exhibition”  is  on 
 view  at  The  Museum  of  Modern  Art,  New 
 York, from Oct. 30, 2022, to March 4, 2023. 

 Get the latest at  Forward.com  Page  9 

https://www.forward.com/


 Opinion 

 I’m a Jew of color. Stop conflating 
 us with Hebrew Israelites 

 By Yirmiyahu Danzig 

 The  last  few  months  of  2022  were  a  chaotic 
 and painful time for many Jews of color. 

 Jews  of  all  backgrounds  watched  in  horror 
 as  thousands  of  radical  Hebrew  Israelites 
 marched  in  formation  chanting  that  they  “are 
 the  real  Jews”  outside  of  the  Barclays 
 Center,  where  the  Brooklyn  Nets  play 
 basketball. 

 For  many  Jews  of  color,  the  reemergence  of 
 this  brand  of  antisemitism  espoused  by 
 radical  camps  of  the  Hebrew  Israelite 
 movement  has  invited  increased  suspicion 
 and  bigotry  toward  those  of  us  who  exist  in 
 the  intersection  of  the  Jewish  and  Black, 
 Latinx  and  Native  communities.  (I  say 
 “radical”  to  distinguish  more  extremist 
 groups  from  Hebrew  Israelites  at  large,  who 
 are  closer  to  mainstream  Judaism  and  do 
 not  espouse  hateful  beliefs,  which  I  will 
 explain in more detail below.) 

 These  issues  were  compounded  with 
 concerns  over  erasure  when,  during  an 
 appearance  on  The  Breakfast  Club 
 speaking  about  this  incident, 
 Anti-Defamation  League  CEO  Jonathan 
 Greenblatt  conflated  Black  Jews  with 
 Hebrew  Israelites,  stating:  “There  is  a  range 
 of  (Jewish)  practice  and  observance.  There 
 are  plenty  of  Black  Jews,  who  go  to  what 
 you  might  call  a  traditional  synagogue,  and 

 there  are  other  communities  like  the  Black 
 Hebrew Israelites.” 

 One  might  wonder  why  this  conflation  is  so 
 problematic,  or  how  it  contributes  to  bigotry 
 towards  Jews  of  color.  For  many  Jews  like 
 myself,  being  a  Jew  of  color  in  America  has 
 meant  having  to  constantly  justify  the 
 legitimacy  of  our  Jewishness.  Far  too  many 
 Americans  believe  that  a  Jew  must  “look 
 white,” or like a “typical” Ashkenazi person. 

 Jews  of  color  have  long  labored  within  the 
 Jewish  community  to  make  these  spaces 
 more  inclusive  by  insisting  on  Judaism’s 
 racial  neutrality.  When  radical  Hebrew 
 Israelites  attempt  to  enter  these  same 
 spaces  with  a  Christian  theology  that 
 explicitly  embraces  a  racialized  (Black  vs. 
 white)  paradigm,  while  themselves 
 identifying  as  the  “real”  Black  and  Brown 
 Jews,  it  undermines  our  work  and  our  very 
 identities. 

 When  leaders  of  the  Jewish  community 
 broadly  conflate  Jews  of  color  with  Hebrew 
 Israelites,  it  confirms  our  fear  that  radical 
 Hebrew  Israelites  are  not  only  contributing 
 to  the  increase  in  antisemitism  (which  also 
 affects  us),  but  also  to  the  erasure  of  Jews 
 of  color  as  an  integral  part  of  the  American 
 Jewish community. 
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 It’s  long  past  time  for  the  American  Jewish 
 communal  leadership  to  allow  for  Jewish 
 voices  of  color  to  set  the  record  straight  on 
 the  meaningful  differences  and  the  historical 
 relationship  between  JOC  and  the  Hebrew 
 Israelite  movement.  We  can’t  allow 
 extremists  to  hijack  these  historical 
 narratives. 

 Being  of  Caribbean  Jewish  descent,  I  am 
 intimately  familiar  with  the  hard-fought 
 scholastic  debates  surrounding  the  taboo 
 relationships  between  Sephardic  Jews  and 
 people  of  color  in  the  Caribbean,  the 
 legitimacy  and  historicity  of  Igbo  Israelite 
 identity  and  the  legacy  of  Jewish 
 communities  in  the  Songhai  Empire  in  Mali, 
 histories  that  many  associate  with  the 
 origins  of  Jews  of  color  in  the  Americas. 
 While  these  complex  historical  and  religious 
 experiences  also  played  a  key  role  in 
 producing  the  Hebrew  Israelite  movement, 
 these  groups  should  not  be  confused  or 
 conflated. 

 Jews  of  color  have  been  members  of  the 
 Jewish  communities  of  the  Caribbean  and 
 North  America  since  their  inception. 
 Documentation  in  the  form  of  Jewish 
 marriage  certificates  and  gravestones  date 
 back  to  the  1720s.  Jews  who  trace  their 
 origins  to  both  Africa  and  the  Americas 
 overcame  norms  of  racial  segregation  and 
 created  legacies  that  are  the  heritage  of 
 thousands  of  Jews  across  the  U.S.  and  the 
 Caribbean.  They  are  rabbis  in  your  local 
 synagogue.  They  are  members  of  the  local 
 chapter  of  the  Jewish  federation.  They 
 attend Hebrew day schools with your kids. 

 Hebrew  Israelites  have  a  separate  history. 
 An  early  Israelite  community,  consisting  of 
 formerly  enslaved  persons,  was  established 
 in  1810.  Within  two  centuries,  hundreds  of 

 communities  emerged  across  the  U.S. 
 founded  by  formerly  enslaved  African 
 Americans  as  well  as  new  immigrants  from 
 the Caribbean. 

 Some  Israelite  congregations  were  almost 
 identical  to  pentecostal  churches,  while 
 others  adopted  Jewish  practices  and 
 opened  their  doors  to  ”Israelites”  of 
 Sephardi  and  Ashkenazi  backgrounds.  In 
 the  1970s,  a  radical  offshoot  of  the 
 movement  known  as  “1West”  would  extend 
 its  Israelite  identification  and  membership  to 
 all  Latinx  and  Indigenous  Americans,  with 
 antisemitism  playing  a  central  role  in  its 
 propagation.  1West,  with  their  explicit  belief 
 that  the  Jewish  world  has  usurped  the 
 Hebrew  identity  of  Black,  Latinx  and  Native 
 Americans,  has  come  to  dominate  the 
 headlines with their hateful rhetoric. 

 Many  assert  that  the  entire  Hebrew  Israelite 
 movement  is  rooted  in  the  appropriation  of 
 Jewish  identity  and  practice,  like  those  who 
 blow  shofars  and  wear  tzitzit  today  at 
 evangelical  churches.  That  theory  may  be 
 appropriate  when  speaking  about  the  more 
 explicitly  Christian  communities  founded  by 
 men  whose  Israelite  identity  emerged  in  the 
 context  of  ecstatic  visions.  It’s  far  too 
 simplistic,  however,  to  apply  this  same 
 framework  to  Hebrew  Israelite  synagogues 
 and  communities  founded  by  people  with 
 oral  histories  of  Jewish/Israelite  descent 
 and/or  practice  —  in  no  small  part  from  the 
 Caribbean.  The  work  of  scholars  Bruce 
 Haynes  and  Walter  Isaac  (recently 
 interviewed  by  the  Forward)  painstakingly 
 records this. 

 Within  this  historical  framework,  it  becomes 
 apparent  that  the  vast  differences  between 
 various  communities  collectively  referred  to 
 as  “Hebrew  Israelite”  are  the  result  of 
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 varying  ideas  and  origins.  As  a  result, 
 scholars  like  Haynes  have  concluded  that 
 the  term  itself  is  a  major  source  of 
 confusion.  One  thing  is  certain:  In 
 contradistinction  to  JOC,  Hebrew  Israelites 
 organized  either  completely  separate  from 
 Jewish communities or on its margins. 

 As  a  result,  in  the  eyes  of  many  Jews, 
 including  many  prominent  JOC,  if  Hebrew 
 Israelites  who  were  born  as  Christians 
 never  converted,  never  joined  a  Jewish 
 community, how is this not appropriation? 

 The  lines  that  divide  were  not,  and  are  not 
 always  so  clearly  demarcated.  Both  Willy 
 “the  Lion”  Smith  and  Thomas  LaRue, 
 pioneers  in  mainstreaming  the  existence 
 and  contributions  of  American  JOC  in  the 
 1920s  and  1940s,  found  comfort  and 
 community  in  the  halachic  Judaism-based 
 environment  of  Caribbean  and  African 
 American  Hebrew  Israelite  Synagogues, 
 which  included  Ashkenazi  and  Sephardi 
 Jews in their pews. 

 Likewise,  many  Hebrew  Israelite  leaders, 
 including  Rudolph  Windsor,  Eli  Aronoff  and 
 Capers  Funnye,  and/or  their  descendants 
 went  through  halachic  conversions  in  order 
 to  fully  participate  in  Jewish  life,  and  to  be 
 part  of  institutions  where  JOC  had  long 
 labored to be included. 

 In  an  era  of  U.S.  history  defined  by  Jim 
 Crow  and  redlining,  Hebrew  Israelites  with 
 an  affinity  to  Judaism  and  JOC  who  felt 
 marginalized  in  the  Jewish  spaces  they 
 called  home  sometimes  found  common 
 cause  in  the  pursuit  of  spiritual  community. 
 Organizations  like  Hatzaad  HaRishon 
 sought  innovative  ways  to  respect  both  the 
 dignity  of  those  seeking  to  reconnect  to 

 Israelite  identity  and  the  Jewish  people’s 
 standards of communal membership. 

 What  changed?  Well,  a  lot.  The  collapse  of 
 the  long-hailed  Black-Jewish  alliance  of  the 
 civil  rights  era  gave  way  to  ethnic  tensions 
 that  put  significant  pressure  on  JOC  and 
 Judaism-oriented  Hebrew  Israelite 
 communities to pick sides. 

 Anti-Blackness  by  some  in  the  Jewish 
 community  has  allowed  the  erasure  of  JOC 
 voices  and  contributions,  while  antisemitism 
 by  some  in  communities  of  color  has 
 allowed  for  radical  Hebrew  Israelite 
 organizations  to  gain  followers  and  silence 
 Hebrew  Israelites  who  continue  to  seek  a 
 path  towards  reconciliation  and 
 commonality  with  the  Jewish  community  in 
 general, and with JOC in particular. 

 Neither  JOC  or  Hebrew  Israelites  will  benefit 
 from  glossing  over  our  differences.  The 
 histories,  experiences  and  beliefs  of  JOC 
 and  Hebrew  Israelites  are  different,  often 
 vastly  so.  Greenblatt’s  mischaracterization 
 on  The  Breakfast  Club  provides  a  timely 
 reminder  of  just  how  important  these 
 distinctions  are.  We  cannot  bridge  a  divide  if 
 we don’t acknowledge it exists. 

 In  the  wake  of  increased  discussions  about 
 Crypto-Jewish  identity,  the  reemergence  of 
 “lost”  Israelite  tribes,  and  the  role  that  the 
 concept  of  race  has  often  played  in  a  highly 
 racialized  America  in  Jewish  identity,  our 
 generation  must  come  up  with  better  means 
 to  negotiate  these  differences  and  deepen 
 understanding.  Otherwise,  we  are  merely 
 providing  fodder  to  those  who  seek  to  use 
 division  and  lack  of  knowledge  to  incite 
 hatred. 
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 News 

 More and more Jews are choosing 
 cremation. These rabbis aren’t 

 happy about it. 
 By Stewart Ain 

 Ira  Wechterman  knows  that  Jewish  tradition 
 says  Jewish  bodies  should  be  interred.  It’s 
 what  he  was  taught,  and  what  his  own 
 daughter,  a  rabbi  and  CEO  of  the 
 Reconstructionist  Rabbinical  Association, 
 encourages. 

 But  Wechterman,  82,  and  his  wife,  Helene, 
 80,  have  decided  they’re  going  to  be 
 cremated  after  they  die.  He  sees  cemeteries 
 as  a  waste  of  land,  and  said  he  doesn’t  tend 
 his  own  parents’  cemetery  plots  but  is  pretty 
 sure  they  don’t  care  about  the  weeds 
 growing around their graves. 

 “I  would  rather  have  my  children  go  to  a 
 place  that  was  meaningful  to  us  —  they  can 
 go  to  any  body  of  water  and  think  of  mother 
 and  dad  sailing,”  said  the  retired  Long 
 Island  dentist  who  now  lives  in  Deerfield 
 Beach,  Florida.  “If  my  wife  and  I  are 
 cremated,  we  can  have  our  ashes  put  into 
 the  Gulf  Stream  and  eventually  they  will 
 float  up  to  Port  Jefferson  where  we  used  to 
 live.” 

 The  Wechtermans’  choice  is  one  more  and 
 more  Americans  are  making.  According  to 
 the  Cremation  Association  of  North 
 America,  more  than  half  —  58%  —  of 
 Americans  who  died  in  2020  were 
 cremated.  The  National  Funeral  Directors 

 Association  expects  about  80%  to  be 
 cremated by 2040. 

 Cremation  figures  for  Jews  are  lower 
 because  a  traditional  Jewish  funeral 
 involves  a  burial.  Even  the  more  liberal 
 streams  of  Judaism,  including  the  Reform 
 and Reconstructionist movements, call for it. 

 There  are  nuances  among  Jewish 
 viewpoints.  Orthodox  Jews  are  more  likely 
 to  describe  cremation  as  unacceptable  and 
 a  desecration.  Jewish  law  “is  unequivocal 
 that  the  dead  must  be  buried  in  the  earth,” 
 states  a  Chabad  website.  According  to  a 
 Reform  movement  document,  cremation 
 should  be  discouraged,  but  in  Biblical  text 
 “nowhere  do  we  find  an  express  prohibition 
 of the burning of the corpse.” 

 What  is  clear  across  movements  is  that  an 
 increasing  number  of  Jews  are  opting  for 
 cremation.  There  are  no  hard  numbers  on 
 this.  But  rabbis,  Jewish  funeral  directors  and 
 others  who  work  closely  with  bereaved 
 families  are  estimating  numbers  not  far 
 behind  those  for  Americans  in  general. 
 Some  are  trying  to  push  back  against  the 
 trend.  A  leader  in  this  countermovement, 
 Rabbi  Elchonon  Zohn,  has  called  on  rabbis 
 to  dedicate  this  coming  Shabbat  to 
 combatting “the cremation crisis.” 
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 Zohn,  who  is  Orthodox  and  the  founder  and 
 director  of  the  National  Association  of 
 Chevra  Kadisha,  or  Jewish  burial  societies, 
 said  that  based  on  reports  from  members, 
 about  half  of  American  Jews  who  die  are 
 cremated.  It  is  growing  “by  leaps  and 
 bounds,” he said. 

 Among  those  who  seek  out  Jewish  burial 
 societies,  which  tend  to  attract  Jewish 
 families  seeking  more  traditional  funerals, 
 the  numbers  may  be  lower.  But  they  are 
 climbing,  said  Charles  Hirschberg,  of  the 
 Dallas  Chevra  Kadisha.  About  20%  of  the 
 families  his  group  serves  request  cremation, 
 up 50% in the last three years, he said. 

 These  figures  are  far  higher  than  the  single 
 and  low-double  digits  that  the  Forward 
 found  10  years  ago  when  it  asked  clergy 
 and  others  to  estimate  the  number  of  Jews 
 being cremated. 

 But  Hirshberg,  Zohn  and  others  who  want  to 
 dissuade  Jews  to  stop  choosing  cremation 
 are  working  against  increasingly  strong 
 convictions  within  the  larger  Jewish 
 community  that  people  should  be  free  to 
 decide  how  they  want  to  dispose  of  their 
 bodies  and  that  their  families  and  clergy 
 should support them. 

 ‘The cremation crisis’ 

 Zohn  has  organized  a  national  campaign  to 
 “help  all  Jews  choose  burial.”  Its  website 
 lists  more  than  650  synagogues  in  the  U.S., 
 Canada,  Great  Britain  and  Australia  that  are 
 taking part. 

 “Burial  is  not  merely  a  Jewish  ‘tradition,’”  the 
 website  states,  explaining  that  the  mitzvah, 
 or  commandment,  of  burying  the  dead 
 comprises  two  of  the  613  compiled  by 
 Maimonides:  “a  positive  commandment  of 
 burying  a  body,  and  a  negative 

 commandment  of  not  leaving  a  body 
 unburied.” 

 Zohn,  who  is  hosting  two  webinars  on  the 
 topic  on  Saturday  night  and  Sunday,  said  he 
 picked  this  Shabbat  to  dedicate  to  the  cause 
 because  the  Torah  reading  this  week, 
 Vayechi,  deals  with  Jacob’s  death  and  his 
 directive  to  his  children  that  he  be  buried  in 
 Israel  and  not  in  Egypt,  where  he  was  then 
 living. 

 He  also  wants  rabbis  to  talk  to  their 
 congregants  this  weekend  about  other 
 end-of-life  issues,  “purchasing  a  grave  and 
 about having a living will and life insurance.” 

 But  Zohn  and  others  who  are  trying  to 
 convince  more  Jews  to  choose  burial  also 
 know  they  are  up  against  compelling 
 financial  realities.  In  general,  burial  costs 
 more than cremation. 

 “Ninety  percent  of  the  problem  is  that  the 
 cost  of  a  funeral  in  Dallas  is  about  $10,000 
 and  the  cost  of  cremation  is  $2,700,”  said 
 Hirschberg  of  the  Dallas  Chevra  Kadisha.  In 
 response,  his  group  is  offering  loans  to 
 families to shoulder the burden. 

 A  2021  study  from  the  National  Funeral 
 Directors  Association  shows  the  median 
 cost  of  burial  to  be  closer  to  that  of 
 cremation,  with  a  viewing  and  burial  of  a 
 body  at  $7,848,  compared  to  $6,970  for  a 
 viewing and cremation. 

 Jews  who  are  trying  to  get  other  Jews  to 
 reject  cremation  also  invoke  the  Holocaust, 
 in  which  6  million  Jews  died.  Many  of  their 
 corpses were burned in crematoria. 

 “From  time  immemorial  Jews  have  avoided 
 cremation,”  Hirschberg  said.  “One  of  the 
 reasons  the  Nazis  used  cremation  is 
 because  they  knew  what  a  shanda”  —  a 
 disgrace — “it was for Jews.” 
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 Accommodating 

 A  survey  of  the  four  major  Jewish 
 movements  —  Orthodox,  Conservative, 
 Reform  and  Reconstructionist  —  shows  that 
 all  discourage  cremation,  some  more 
 strongly  than  others.  All  also  indicate  that 
 there  are  rabbis  within  them  who  will  take 
 part  in  a  memorial  service  for  someone  who 
 was cremated. 

 Rabbi  Avi  Shafran,  a  spokesperson  for 
 Agudath  Israel  of  America,  a  group  that 
 represents  Orthodox  Jews,  said  that  while 
 he  believes  some  Orthodox  rabbis  might 
 decline  to  speak  at  a  memorial  service  for  a 
 person  who  was  cremated  “as  a  matter  of 
 principle,”  others  would  agree  no  matter  the 
 plans  for  the  body.  He  also  noted  that 
 Judaism  does  not  call  for  a  rabbi  to  be 
 present at a Jewish burial. 

 The  Reform  movement  has  changed  its 
 position  on  cremation  over  the  years,  and 
 not  in  the  direction  some  might  expect.  In 
 past  years  the  movement  had  considered 
 cremation  permissible,  but  a  recent 
 responsum,  or  response  to  a  query  on  the 
 subject,  from  the  Central  Conference  of 
 American  Rabbis  calls  for  its  members  to 
 “discourage”  the  practice.  The  position  is 
 based  upon  two  threads  of  argument:  that 
 burial  is  the  traditional  Jewish  practice  and 
 that,  since  the  Holocaust,  cremation  has 
 become  associated  with  “one  of  the  darkest 
 periods in Jewish and human history.” 

 And  “every  rabbi  can  respond  to  requests 
 for  cremation  based  on  their  own 
 understanding  of  tradition,  Jewish  history, 
 the  needs  of  the  family,  and  their  own 
 conscience,”  said  Tamar  Anitai,  a 
 spokesperson for the conference. 

 The  Conservative  movement  holds  that 
 cremation  “should  be  discouraged,  but  it  is 

 not  formally  forbidden,”  according  to  Rabbi 
 Jeremy  Kalmanofsky,  spiritual  leader  of 
 Congregation  Ansche  Chesed  on  the  Upper 
 West  Side  of  New  York  City.  His  writings  on 
 the  subject  were  adopted  by  the 
 movement’s  Committee  on  Jewish  Law  and 
 Standards. 

 Rabbi  David  Steinhardt,  spiritual  leader  of 
 Congregation  B’nai  Torah  in  Boca  Raton, 
 one  of  the  largest  Conservative 
 congregations  in  Florida,  takes  a  stance  on 
 cremation  that  many  rabbis  favor  —  keeping 
 a  distance  from  the  process  but  embracing 
 the  family  that  chooses  it.  He  said  he  will 
 preside  at  a  service  for  a  person  whose 
 body  was  cremated,  but  only  after  shloshim, 
 the 30 days following a funeral. 

 Rabbi  Elyse  Wechterman  of  the 
 Reconstructionist  movement  said  she  will 
 officiate  at  the  funeral  for  a  person  who  is  to 
 be  cremated,  reasoning  that  “just  because 
 there  wasn’t  a  traditional  burial,  does  not 
 mean  the  mourners  can’t  have  traditional 
 mourning.” 

 She  said  she  has  seen  tahara,  the 
 traditional  washing  of  the  body,  performed  in 
 advance  of  a  cremation.  And  she  notes  a 
 case  in  which  someone  donated  his  body  to 
 science  and  research.  “What  came  back  six 
 to  eight  months  later  were  cremated 
 remains  and  the  family  then  had  a  funeral  to 
 make sure those remains were buried.” 

 Wechterman  refers  to  her  parents,  Ira  and 
 Helene  Wechterman,  when  she  explains  her 
 willingness  to  serve  families  who  have 
 chosen  cremation.  It  is  a  choice  she  would 
 not  make,  she  emphasized,  but  one  she  will 
 honor.“So  I  approach  it  with  an  eye  towards 
 Jewish  tradition  and  a  pastoral  response,” 
 she  said.  “The  key  is  flexibility  with  an  eye 
 on  kavod  hamet,  honoring  the  deceased 
 and comforting the mourners.” 
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 TV 

 Bernie Mado� is the original 
 scammer. Why did it take so long 
 to get a Netflix show about him? 

 By Mira Fox 

 We’ve  been  in  the  era  of  scammer 
 documentaries  for  years  now.  There  was 
 The  Vow,  which  detailed  NXIVM,  and  Wild 
 Wild  Country  about  the  Rajneeshees.  Tiger 
 King  took  early-pandemic  Netflix  watching 
 by  storm.  LuLaRich  dealt  with  the 
 phenomenon  of  multi-level  marketing  and 
 Bad  Vegan  took  on  a  famous 
 restauranteur’s  embezzlement.  Fake 
 socialite  Anna  Delvey  got  an  entire  scripted 
 series with Inventing Anna. 

 Yet  the  most  famous  scammer  of  them  all 
 somehow  flew  under  the  radar  —  at  least 
 until  now.  Why  has  it  taken  so  long  to  get  a 
 Bernie Madoff Netflix show? 

 Madoff:  The  Monster  of  Wall  Street  is  a 
 four-part  series,  directed  by  Joe  Berlinger, 
 who  is  most  recently  known  for 
 slickly-edited  true  crime  documentaries 
 such  as  Conversations  with  a  Killer:  The 
 Ted  Bundy  Tapes.  He  gives  Madoff  a 
 similar,  serial-killer  treatment,  sketching  out 
 Madoff’s  family  and  life,  interviewing  his 
 former  assistant  Eleanor  Squillari  and 
 including  excerpts  of  the  financier’s 
 jumpsuit-clad  testimony  after  he  was 
 nabbed. 

 Fascination  with  Madoff  is  nearly  endless;  in 
 the  aftermath  of  his  scheme,  his  wife  and 
 sons  generated  years  of  tabloid  coverage, 

 and  there’s  been  numerous  books,  movies 
 and  even  an  experimental  film  about  him. 
 The  Netflix  show  is  far  from  the  first  exposé 
 on  Madoff,  but  it’s  the  first  made  for  a 
 streaming  giant,  served  up  for  millions  of 
 viewers  to  binge.  (Which  they  are;  the 
 miniseries  has  staked  out  a  spot  in  Netflix’s 
 top ten.) 

 Madoff  is,  in  many  ways,  the  original 
 scammer.  Not  literally,  of  course  —  there 
 have  been  people  cheating  each  other  for 
 personal  gain  probably  about  as  long  as 
 there  have  been  people  —  but  his  Ponzi 
 scheme  was  so  successful,  so  huge  and  so 
 tied  to  global  institutions  that  its  fall,  in  2008, 
 shook the entire global financial system. 

 But  the  thing  about  financial  crimes, 
 especially  ones  that  turn  on  Wall 
 Street-style  machinations,  is  that  they’re  just 
 not  that  sexy.  Falsifying  stock  sales,  no 
 matter  the  enormity  of  the  impact,  has 
 nothing  on  Keith  Raniere  branding  the 
 members of his NXIVM sex cult. 

 Perhaps  that  is  why  streaming  giants  largely 
 stayed  away  from  the  story.  Much  of  the 
 Netflix  show  covers  —  in  admirable  depth 
 and  with  impressive  research  —  the 
 mechanics  behind  Madoff’s  Ponzi  scheme, 
 laying  it  out  as  clearly  as  possible.  There 
 are  the  “feeder”  funds  that  kept  the  scheme 
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 afloat  and  their  connections  to  major 
 investment  firms.  The  way  Madoff’s 
 legitimate  brokerage  firm  and  the  secretive 
 “wealth  management”  arm  on  the  hidden 
 17th  floor  propped  each  other  up.  Experts 
 explain  the  mathematical  calculations  that 
 first  showed  Madoff’s  returns  were 
 impossible,  and  tell  us  exactly  what  a  hedge 
 fund  is.  There’s  a  strange  focus  on  the 
 dot-matrix  printers  Madoff  still  used,  and 
 copious references to the SEC. 

 “Anybody  in  finance  would  know,  for 
 example,  that  the  number  of  option 
 contracts  that  he  would’ve  required  to 
 execute  his  split-strike  conversion  strategy 
 exceeded  the  entire  universe  of  options  in 
 existence,”  the  director  told  Vanity  Fair  of 
 Madoff’s fake investment scheme. 

 That  could  very  well  be  true,  but  to  me  — 
 and  probably  to  most  people  binging  the 
 show  —  that  sentence  might  as  well  be  in  a 
 foreign language. 

 There’s  no  flamboyant,  mulleted  man 
 breeding  tigers  or  settlement  of  red-clad  cult 
 members  plotting  to  poison  a  small  Oregon 
 town.  Madoff  was,  to  the  end,  calm  and 
 seemingly  reasonable,  well-dressed  without 
 being  flashy.  This  was  core  to  his  scam,  of 
 course  —  it’s  why  retired  Jews  in  Florida 
 and  the  elite  of  New  York  all  trusted  him  as 
 one  of  their  own,  forking  over  their  entire  life 
 savings  to  the  Ponzi  scheme  —  but  it’s  hard 
 to sell as good TV. 

 So,  to  add  drama,  Berlinger  sprinkles  in 
 details  about  Madoff’s  life,  which  are  as 
 fascinating  as  they  are  confusing.  Squillari, 
 the  assistant,  emphasizes  Madoff’s  love  for 
 his  family;  in  a  shot  of  the  financier  before 
 his  sentencing,  he  chokes  up  talking  about 
 his  wife.  In  other  interviews,  however, 
 experts  hypothesize  that  Madoff  was  a 
 sociopath  who  valued  his  family  only  for 
 their  adoration,  and  former  employees 
 testify  that  Madoff  would  rage  if  the  office 

 computers  weren’t  perfectly  straight. 
 Berlinger  even  reveals  that  since  Madoff’s 
 2021  death  in  prison,  his  ashes  have 
 remained  in  a  lawyer’s  possession,  his 
 family  unwilling  to  claim  them.  A  cohesive 
 picture of the man never quite emerges. 

 And  that’s  because  Madoff  himself  is,  in  a 
 way,  tangential  to  the  real  story  Berlinger  is 
 telling,  which  is  one  of  regulatory  failure. 
 Over  and  over,  the  series  makes  clear, 
 whistleblowers  attempted  to  report  Madoff, 
 and  over  and  over  the  SEC  failed  to  look 
 closely  enough.  At  one  point,  Madoff  even 
 gave  SEC  investigators  banking  information 
 that  was  completely  false,  but  they  simply 
 never  checked,  allowing  the  scam  to 
 continue unchecked for several more years. 

 Of  course,  we  remain  curious  about  the 
 more  human  details  about  why  this  worked. 
 What  about  Madoff  allowed  him  to  cultivate 
 such  loyalty?  How  did  he  get  away  with  it? 
 The  desperate  desire,  part  schadenfreude 
 and  part  self-protection,  to  understand  the 
 minds  and  manipulation  of  criminals  is  what 
 makes scammer stories so addicting. 

 And  it  keeps  us  engaged  as  Berlinger 
 leverages  that  fascination  into  a  far  more 
 important,  if  drier,  message,  one  less  about 
 untangling  the  minds  of  an  individual 
 criminal  and  more  about  untangling 
 government  corruption.  The  director  told 
 Vanity  Fair  he  hopes  to  warn  viewers  of  the 
 dangers  of  financial  fraud,  especially  in  light 
 of  the  recent  collapse  of  FTX;  Berlinger 
 compared  Sam  Bankman-Fried’s  scam  to 
 Madoff’s. 

 So  if  Berlinger  is  able  to  make  a  story  of 
 governmental  regulatory  failure  sexy  —  or 
 at  least  gossipy  enough  to  keep  viewers’ 
 attention  —  that  seems  like  a  public  service. 
 People  might  not  read  The  Financial  Times, 
 but they sure watch Netflix. 
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 News 

 Josh Shapiro to be sworn in as 
 Pennsylvania governor on Bible 
 that survived Tree of Life attack 

 By Jacob Kornbluh 

 Josh  Shapiro,  Pennsylvania’s 
 governor-elect,  will  take  the  oath  of  office 
 next  week  with  a  Hebrew  Bible  that  was 
 rescued  from  the  deadly  attack  at    the  Tree 
 of  Life  synagogue  in  Pittsburgh  in  2018,  his 
 office announced on Thursday. 

 The  Bible  was  located  on  the  bimah,  the 
 prayer  platform,  of  Or  L’Simcha 
 Congregation  in  the  Squirrel  Hill 
 neighborhood  of  Pittsburgh  when 
 worshippers  were  gunned  down  during 
 Shabbat  morning  services  on  Oct.  27,  2018. 
 The  Bible  survived  without  any  damage.  It 
 was  the  deadliest  attack  on  Jews  in  U.S. 
 history: Eleven people were murdered. 

 Antisemitism  was  an  issue  during  the 
 gubernatorial  campaign.  Shapiro’s 
 Republican  rival,  Doug  Mastriano,  was 
 criticized  for  his  association  with  Gab,  a 
 social  media  platform  for  far-right  extremists 
 and  an  echo  chamber  for  antisemitic  tropes. 
 The  man  charged  in  the  Tree  of  Life  attack, 
 Robert  Bowers,  had  posted  neo-Nazi 
 propaganda  on  the  platform  and  called  for 
 violence  against  Jews  before  the  attack. 
 Bowers  is  facing  63  counts,  including  11 
 counts  of  murder,  and  could  face  the  death 
 penalty if convicted. 

 Shapiro,  a  practicing  Conservative  Jew  who 
 keeps  kosher,  proudly  embraced  his 
 Judaism  during  the  campaign.  He  first  rose 
 to  national  attention  in  the  aftermath  of  the 
 2020  election,  appearing  on  cable  news 
 with  a  menorah  featuring  the  late  Supreme 
 Court  Justice  Ruth  Bader  Ginsburg  over  his 
 shoulder.  Challahs  baked  by  his  wife  Lori 
 were shown in his campaign launch video. 

 The  inaugural  committee  said  the  Bible  is 
 one  of  three  Shapiro  will  use  when  he  is 
 sworn  in  at  the  inauguration  ceremony  at 
 the State Capitol Complex next Tuesday. 

 The  other  two  are  a  family  Bible  that 
 Shapiro  has  been  sworn  in  on  for  every 
 public  office  he  has  held  since  2005  and 
 one  provided  by  the  Weitzman  National 
 Museum of American Jewish History. 

 It  belonged  to  Herman  Hershman,  who 
 served  as  a  corporal  technician  5th  grade  in 
 World  War  II  and  died  in  2013.  During  the 
 war,  Jewish  soldiers  and  sailors  were  given 
 a  volume  called  “Readings  from  the  Holy 
 Scriptures”  that  contained  selected  biblical 
 texts  in  translation.  Hershman  was  a 
 member  of  Beth  Sholom  Congregation,  the 
 synagogue  to  which  Shapiro  and  his  family 
 belong. 
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 History 

 How a master forger used his talents 
 to save Jews, and many more 

 By Benjamin Ivry 

 Adolfo  Kaminsky,  who  died  Jan.  9  at  age 
 97,  was  more  than  a  French  Resistance 
 fighter  who  forged  identity  documents  to 
 help  Jewish  refugees  during  the  Second 
 World  War.  Born  in  Argentina  of  Russian 
 Jewish  origin,  he  was  also  a  photographer 
 of  crystalline  talent,  as  a  2019  exhibit  at 
 Paris’  Museum  of  the  Art  and  History  of 
 Judaism (MAHJ) proved. 

 Images  by  Kaminsky  ranged  from  glossy 
 Studio  Harcourt  portraits  of  the  French 
 upper  crust  to  humble  prostitutes,  street 
 musicians  and  flea  market  vendors  in 
 postwar  Paris.  His  style  was  somewhere 
 between  the  sharply  focused  realism  of 
 Roman  Vishniac,  the  Russian-born 
 photographer  of  prewar  Jewish  ghettos,  and 
 the  impressionistic  nightlife  images  of  the 
 Hungarian  Brassaï.  In  1948,  Kaminsky  also 
 created  a  self-portrait  seated  in  the 
 Fontainebleau  Forest  with  something  of  the 
 exalted  facial  expression  of  the  poet  Allen 
 Ginsberg. 

 Faking documents 

 As  elegiac  as  Kaminsky’s  inspiration  was, 
 his  abilities  in  counterfeiting  wartime 
 passports,  ration  cards  and  other  essential 
 items  originated  in  humdrum  daily  work  as  a 
 teenage  dry  cleaner’s  assistant.  While 

 interning  at  a  dairy  in  France,  he  learned 
 that  lactic  acid  dissolves  Waterman  brand 
 blue  ink.  This  would  later  help  repurpose 
 genuine documents to add new names. 

 In  a  technologically  simpler  era,  when 
 handwritten  identity  cards  were  common, 
 so-called  “fake-real”  documents  were  an 
 essential  step  for  survival.  Neatly  removing 
 an  inked  impression  that  branded  a 
 document  holder  as  a  Jew  might  mean  the 
 difference  between  escape  or  deportation  to 
 probable  death.  Similarly,  faked  ration  cards 
 sustained those fleeing the enemy. 

 Kaminsky  was  certainly  not  the  only  forger 
 active  in  Occupied  France.  The  biography  A 
 Good  Place  to  Hide  tells  how  in  Southern 
 France,  Oscar  Rosowsky,  a  teenage 
 printer’s  assistant  of  Russian  Jewish  origin, 
 forged  documents  in  wartime,  braving  all 
 dangers.  As  his  biographer  put  it,  Rosowsky 
 was  a  “mischievous  man  who  enjoyed  what 
 he did and loved getting away with it.” 

 All  such  kvelling  resistants  were  aware  of 
 the  risks  involved.  At  18,  Kaminsky  toiled  in 
 a  secret  laboratory  run  by  Maurice 
 Loebenberg,  a  Swiss  Jewish  document 
 forger  who  would  be  tortured  to  death  by  the 
 French Gestapo in July 1944. 
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 Alfred  Sabatier  (1907-1945),  still  another 
 document  forger,  would  be  murdered  in 
 Siegburg  Prison  in  the  German  state  of 
 North  Rhine-Westphalia,  a  way  station  for 
 Jewish  deportees  soon  to  be  sent  to  Nazi 
 extermination camps. 

 Postwar activism 

 Apart  from  sharing  bravado  with  these  less 
 fortunate  colleagues,  Kaminsky  was 
 uniquely  distinguished  by  his  postwar 
 career,  during  which  he  continued  to 
 produce  false  papers  for  all  sorts  of 
 anti-establishment  groups,  some  of  them 
 violent. 

 From  1946  to  1948,  his  skills  were  solicited 
 to  facilitate  Jewish  emigration  to  British 
 Mandate  Palestine.  Even  after  the  war, 
 Jewish  concentration  camp  survivors  from 
 Central  and  Eastern  Europe  were  not 
 officially  permitted  by  the  Soviet  Union  to 
 leave  their  homelands,  and  the  British 
 stringently limited Jewish immigration. 

 To  remedy  these  and  similar  situations,  an 
 underground  so-called  Bricha  (escape  in 
 Hebrew)  movement  was  formed.  Not 
 limiting  himself  to  aiding  Jewish  emigration, 
 Kaminsky  also  created  convincing  false 
 documents  for  anti-British  militants  of  the 
 Irgun and Lehi paramilitary organizations. 

 In  this  way,  perhaps  inadvertently,  he 
 facilitated  terrorist  operations  like  the  1946 
 Irgun  attack  on  the  King  David  Hotel  in 
 Jerusalem  that  killed  91  people,  among 
 them  Jewish  and  Arab  soldiers  and  civilians, 
 as well as the intended British targets. 

 After  the  foundation  of  the  State  of  Israel  in 
 1948,  Kaminsky  suddenly  desisted  from 

 forging  further  documents.  He  claimed  to 
 oppose  the  notion  of  a  religious  state  where 
 rabbis had political power. 

 By  that  time,  he  was  already  employed  by 
 the  French  Army’s  military  intelligence  unit, 
 from  which  he  eventually  resigned  to  protest 
 the  First  Indochina  War  waged  to  preserve 
 French colonial interests in Southeast Asia. 

 Helping freedom fighters 

 Instead,  Kaminsky  labored  for  the  National 
 Liberation  Front  of  Algeria,  whose  armed 
 wing,  the  National  Liberation  Army,  included 
 guerilla  units.  In  this  struggle  Kaminsky 
 collaborated  during  the  Algerian  War  with 
 the  Egyptian-born  Jewish  activist  Henri 
 Curiel, of Italian Sephardic origin. 

 Curiel  would  later  be  accused  of  running  a 
 “terrorist  support  network,”  and  a  1981  CIA 
 report  alleged  that  Curiel’s  organization 
 supported  a  “wide  variety  of  Third  World 
 leftist  revolutionary  organizations,”  including 
 with  “false  documents,  financial  aid,  and 
 safe  haven  before  and  after  operations,  as 
 well  as  some  illegal  training  in  France  in 
 weapons  and  explosives.”  These 
 accusations  were  registered  posthumously; 
 in  1978,  Curiel  was  murdered 
 execution-style  in  front  of  his  Paris  home,  in 
 a still-unsolved case. 

 Expanding  his  personal  mission  that  was 
 initially  focused  on  saving  Jews,  Kaminsky 
 proceeded  to  forge  documents  for  freedom 
 fighters  and  rebels  from  across  Latin 
 America,  Africa,  Portugal,  Spain,  Greece 
 and  anywhere  else  oppressive  dictatorships 
 had inspired resistance movements. 
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 Among  the  1960s  revolutionaries  he 
 assisted  was  Daniel  Cohn-Bendit,  a 
 French-German  agitator  of  Jewish  descent 
 and  later  a  politician.  At  the  time  when 
 Kaminsky  provided  Cohn-Bendit  with  false 
 papers,  the  latter  was  a  student  leader 
 during the May 1968 protests in France. 

 Kaminsky  officially  stopped  forging  in  1971, 
 doubtless  considering  himself  fortunate  to 
 have  survived  as  long  as  he  did  in  a 
 perilous  occupation.  This  decision  was 
 purportedly  made  after  he  was  asked  to 
 produce  documents  for  anti-apartheid  South 
 African  combatants.  Ever-wary,  Kaminsky 
 suspected  that  the  request  might  be  a 
 prelude to entrapment. 

 Instead,  for  a  decade  he  relocated  to 
 Algeria,  where  he  married  the  daughter  of 
 an  imam  from  the  Tuareg  ethnic  group.  He 
 subsequently  raised  a  family,  supporting 
 them as a photography instructor. 

 A daughter tells the story 

 Apart  from  his  longevity,  among  the  main 
 reasons  for  Kaminsky’s  celebrity  in  recent 
 years  is  that  his  daughter  Sarah  published  a 
 family  memoir  in  2009  that  was  translated 
 into  English  in  2016.  Among  its  claims  was 
 that  the  only  time  Kaminsky  charged  for 
 forgeries  was  during  the  war,  so  he  could 
 afford to do it full time. 

 Also  a  screenwriter  and  actress,  Sarah 
 Kaminsky  wrote  the  screenplay  for  the 
 well-received  2021  film  Farewell,  Mr. 
 Haffmann,  about  ordeals  faced  by  common 

 citizens  during  the  Nazi  Occupation  of 
 France. 

 And  Kaminsky’s  son,  José  Youcef  Lamine 
 Kaminsky,  who  performs  as  a  rap  musician 
 under  the  stage  name  Rocé,  shares  a 
 concern  for  activism  as  part  of  his  heritage. 
 In  2018,  Rocé  released  an  historic  CD 
 compilation  of  French  protest  songs 
 expressing  social  agitation  from  the  1960s 
 to the 1980s. 

 Kaminsky’s  offspring  have  been  notably 
 more  vocal  than  the  retired  forger  himself 
 was  until  recently.  Kaminsky,  for  all  his 
 experience  with  fictional  documents, 
 carefully  obtained  a  residence  permit  when 
 he  relocated  his  family  to  France  in  1982, 
 after  which  they  were  naturalized  according 
 to immigration law in 1992. 

 During  a  joint  appearance  in  2019  at  the 
 MAHJ,  Sarah  Kaminsky  revealed  that  when 
 she  first  announced  plans  to  write  about  her 
 father’s  activism,  his  first  reaction  was  to 
 inquire  about  the  “statute  of  limitations”  for 
 his deeds. 

 Today,  a  patina  of  nostalgia  might  envelop 
 such  actions,  insofar  as  forging  official 
 documents  has  become  increasingly 
 difficult,  and  immigration  law  enforcement 
 more  inexorable  in  the  computer  age. 
 Ultimately,  the  legacy  of  Adolfo  Kaminsky  is 
 that  determination  to  save  Jews  can  expand 
 to  a  wider  conviction  that  other  persecuted 
 populations  likewise  deserve  an  opportunity 
 to survive. 
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