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Introduction

S h E i l a  E .  J E l E n
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  K e n t u c k y

I first met Alan Mintz when I was looking at graduate programs in Hebrew 
 literature. It was 1993, and he was teaching at Brandeis. We met for lunch in the 
faculty dining room, where Alan impressed me with his soft-spoken intensity. 

I was very young, very concerned at that meeting that my soup might be hiding 
non-kosher chicken in its murky depths, yet Alan patiently asked all the right ques-
tions of me—questions that helped shore up my confidence. In the end, I chose 
not to go to Brandeis, but Alan remained a presence in my life as a teacher, a 
mentor, and a friend. He moved to JTS soon after our first encounter, and I went 
off to Berkeley, but our paths crossed again and again. Most fortuitously, when I 
interviewed for my first job at the University of Maryland, I learned that Alan had 
preceded me there. 

Throughout my years in training, both as a graduate student and as a young 
faculty member, Alan sat me down time and again to share his wisdom on how 
to balance participation in others’ projects with a focus on my own, how to make 
the most of my limited time for scholarship in the years during which I was rais-
ing young children and teaching new courses. Alan’s writings opened up the field 
of Hebrew autobiography for me, helping me to conceptualize its relationship to 
modern Hebrew narrative. He taught me about Hebrew writers in America, some-
thing few others were teaching at that time. Through it all, Alan taught me to be 
unafraid as an American within a field of mostly Israeli scholars. 
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One of the most important things I learned from Alan was that it might be 
possible for me to find new things to write about within the field of Holocaust 
criticism from my unique perspective as a scholar of Hebrew literature. I had, for 
many years, found that my most inspired teaching was on the subject of Holocaust 
literature, but I hesitated to build my career on it. My first book, on Devorah Baron, 
circled around and around the issue of her traumatic sense that she had abandoned 
the world of her mothers in Eastern Europe before its violent end and partici-
pated in its demise by moving to Erets Yisraʾel. Her stories never addressed the 
Holocaust directly, apart from a few oblique references to the evil that befell the 
community of which she wrote, but I couldn’t help remarking in my work on Baron 
that her stories grappled with the Holocaust in a way that was yet to be named and 
analyzed. I have since come to call that dynamic “salvage poetics,” a poetics that 
straddles the ethnographic and the literary, that deals with loss through attempts to 
salvage what remains of the destroyed culture.

What does all this have to do with Alan? On several occasions when pass-
ing through town, Alan stayed with my family in Maryland for Shabbat. On one 
particular occasion—I remember it was winter because Alan thought he had left 
a favorite hat and scarf at my house, which I never did find—as we were walking 
home from synagogue, Alan and I got into a conversation about my latest project. 
For years, I had been inching closer and closer to my understanding of salvage 
poetics, theorizing the ethnographic role of allusions to iconic Yiddish stories in 
modern Israeli novels as a means of salvaging Eastern European culture for Israelis. 
Alan suggested that I consider writing about the Holocaust in Hebrew literature 
instead of skirting the issue. It was on that walk, I believe, that the notion of a sal-
vage poetics was born.

A few years after that conversation, in 2012, I saw a notice in The New York 
Times that Alan had won a Guggenheim Fellowship for his work on S. Y. Agnon. 
The description of Alan’s project as it appears on the Guggenheim website reads as 
follows: 

The research project for which he was awarded the Guggenheim 
Fellowship focuses on the late work of S. Y. Agnon, the great Hebrew 
writer and Nobel laureate in literature. Between the end of World War 
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Two and his death in 1970, Agnon wrote an epic cycle of some 150 
stories about Buczacz, the city in Galicia (now Ukraine) in which he 
was born and raised until his emigration to Palestine in 1907. In the 
aftermath of the liquidation of the Jews of Buczacz by the Nazis and 
their Ukranian helpers, Agnon undertook to bring the city back to life 
during its heyday through the means of imaginative fiction. In evoking 
the world of East European Jewry, Agnon uses the full ironic toolkit 
of modernism rather than looking back with nostalgia or ethnographic 
detachment.1

Alan received the Guggenheim to write Ancestral Tales, his critical analysis of 
Agnon’s ʿIr umeloʾah (A City and Its Fullness). In it, he asks: “Is Agnon’s Buczacz 
project part of Holocaust literature?” The question reflects on Alan’s earlier determi-
nation, in H. urban: Responses to Catastrophe in Hebrew Literature (1984)2, that Agnon 
never “mounted a major response to the Holocaust.”3 This new project allowed Alan 
to understand that he was “wrong.” “The source of my error,” he says, 

was in what I assumed at the time were the established markers of 
Holocaust literature: ghettos, camps, victims, perpetrators, survivors, 
traumatic memory, and so on. Based on those criteria, Agnon indeed 
came up short. What I did not see was that during the last twenty years 
of his life, Agnon had in fact reoriented his career and redeployed his 
formidable imaginative resources in the service of a major project of 
memorialization. Yet, rather than turning to the appurtenances of the 
“concentrationary universe,” he set upon the idea of conjuring—in his 
own imaginative terms—the lost world of Polish Jewry, viewed not in its 
fallen, belated aspect but in the vigor of its golden age.4

Indeed, Agnon was one of several Hebrew writers, Baron included, who 
sought, in the immediate post-Holocaust years, to acknowledge the Holocaust in 
ways that viewed it as part of a modern continuum of deterioration and destruction 
that began with the Haskalah, continued through the World War I, and resulted 
in the total decimation of a way of life. Agnon’s goal was, as Mintz points out, not 
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nostalgia or mourning, but as I would put it, salvage. Writers like Agnon and Baron, 
burdened by a sense of guilt as well as a desire to retain as much as they could 
of their lost homes, were hard pressed to find unexpected and exciting strategies 
for marrying unlikely elements. In Alan’s conceptualization, this took the shape of 
combining modernism and traditional Jewish narrative forms and themes. In mine, 
this strategy can be found in the splicing of poetry and ethnography.

Alan’s acknowledgement that he was wrong in his original conceptualization of 
Agnon’s approach to the Holocaust speaks to Alan’s humility and his willingness to 
conduct hard conversations, even with himself. Not every contributor to this volume 
of Prooftexts dedicated to Alan’s memory agrees with everything he ever wrote. But 
in order to continue Alan’s legacy of fostering discussion and creating discourse, and 
in deference to Alan’s own willingness to revise and resubmit, we have encouraged 
our authors to disagree with him, to revisit his claims, and to continue the conversa-
tions that he began in his life’s work. In that vein, Robert Alter’s review of Ancestral 
Tales, although respectfully rendered, does not agree with all of Alan’s claims for 
modernism in ʿIr umeloʾah. Barbara Mann, Alan’s colleague at JTS, acknowledges 
some of their methodological differences in reading and teaching Hebrew literary 
culture. David Roskies, with whom Alan founded this journal in 1981, revisits their 
moment of reckoning when they realized they were both writing a book about 
trauma in Jewish literature during the early 1980s, one from the perspective of 
Yiddish literature and one from the perspective of Hebrew literature; what could 
have been a disastrous competition turned out to be a respectful collaboration. Saul 
Zarrit, in his tribute, discusses his choice of Yiddish over Hebrew despite Alan’s 
hopes for him, and Sidra DeKoven Ezrahi’s essay details the different ways in which 
she and Alan approach American Hebrew writers. Finally, Miki Gluzman, in his 
essay on Y. H. Brenner, builds on Alan’s brilliant analysis of Bah. oref (In Winter) in 
Banished from Their Father’s Table: Loss of Faith and Hebrew Autobiography (1989), 
creating a new argument out of their divergent readings.5

The comfort with which these contributors address some of their disagreements 
with Alan and the comfort with which we, as editors of this memorial volume, have 
agreed to publish them, speaks to the spirit of rebellion and responsiveness that 
compelled Alan throughout his intellectual life, from the very first publication he 
cofounded in 1967 at Columbia College, Response: A Contemporary Jewish Review. 
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During the late 1960s and early 1970s, Alan was a student activist, pushing the 
limits of contemporary Jewish life. In Yehudah Mirsky’s appraisal of The New Jews, 
a 1971 anthology of essays mostly gleaned from Response and coedited by Alan and 
Jim Sleeper, Alan “sought to give voice to a small cohort at once deeply alienated 
from organized Jewish life and deeply attached to Jewish history and culture.”6

Of course, other contributions to this memorial volume celebrate Alan’s life as 
a scholar, a husband, a father, and a community leader and activist, without recourse 
to challenging his work or his methodologies. Anne Golomb Hoffman, an early 
collaborator of Alan’s on Agnon and his coeditor of the 1995 collection, A Book That 
Was Lost, reflects powerfully in the “Tributes” section of this volume on Alan’s jour-
ney from Victorianist to Hebrew literary scholar, tracing the productive intellectual 
continuities and discontinuities articulated therein.7 Barry Holtz, one of Alan’s old-
est friends and colleagues reflects back to their days in high school as youth group 
activists, and Avraham Holtz—one of the two Avrahams to whom Alan dedicated 
Ancestral Tales (the other was Arnold, or Avraham, Band)—contributes his appre-
ciation of Ancestral Tales, delivered in Hebrew on the occasion of the book’s release 
just after Alan’s death. Dan Miron, Alan’s teacher and subsequent colleague, has 
contributed a letter that he wrote to Alan’s family after his death, and a longer essay 
will appear in a follow-up memorial volume to be published by Indiana University 
Press. Beverly Bailis—Alan’s doctoral student who took on the monumental task of 
helping Alan’s wife, Susanna Morgenthau, along with Alan’s daughters, Avital and 
Amira, clean out Alan’s office—contributes a reflection on the process of archiving 
the career of her teacher and mentor, from the very earliest notes taken during 
graduate school and preserved at the bottom of a filing cabinet in his office, to the 
unfinished essays left on his desk at the time of his death. In “Packing Up an Office: 
The Work of Mourning and the Creation of an Archive,” Bailis reflects that, “to lose 
such a mentor requires a real reckoning: what will happen as a consequence of this 
loss and what won’t ever happen again?”

So much was lost when Alan was taken from us unexpectedly. And so much 
was gained when he allowed so many people to share his life. Issues periodically 
come up when editing a volume like this, and when they did, several of Alan’s 
close friends and colleagues said to me, “if only Alan were here, he would know 
how to approach this.” Alan was a visionary with a heart. He fostered more careers 
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and inspired more excitement and hope for the study of Hebrew literature and the 
remaking of modern Jewish experience, intellectual as well as spiritual, than we 
can possibly capture in a single volume, and certainly than I can capture in a single 
introduction. 

When Alan urged me to consider writing about the Holocaust, he was not 
pushing me to join a chorus of voices that had already populated the field. Rather, 
he was acknowledging our common thread of relatively belated thoughts on the 
shape that Holocaust literature could take when considered within the specific field 
of Hebrew outside the conventions of the “concentrationary universe.” That was 
Alan’s way. He understood the power of a movement, of a community. And, as has 
been eloquently attested by so many contributors to this volume, Alan was a builder 
of communities. But he also recognized that a successful community can be built 
only out of the integrity of the individuals that comprise it; a successful community 
must be based on a concrete foundation of well-conceived plans, ideas, and inten-
tions. Being a scholar, especially a scholar of a relatively marginalized language in 
America, can be a lonely proposition. And in the field of Hebrew literary studies at 
the turn of the twenty-first century, living outside of Israel and pursuing interests 
that are not circumscribed by the orthodoxies of Israeli literary scholarship can be 
even more isolating. Alan made it his business to reach out to me as I struggled to 
find a new way into the field of Hebrew literary studies and to reassure me that I 
was not alone. 

Agnon’s ambitions of salvaging the glory days of Buczacz in ʿIr umeloʾah were 
cut short by Agnon’s death in 1970. (The book was published posthumously by 
Emuna Yaron, Agnon’s daughter, in 1973.) As if echoing that earlier truncation, 
Alan’s multilayered project on Agnon’s Buczacz stories was cut short, too, due to 
his untimely death. The first part of this project took the form of a translated, 
edited volume of Agnon’s ʿIr umeloʾah, a project that had been initiated by James S. 
Diamond but was completed by Alan and Jeffrey Saks after Diamond’s own sudden 
and tragic death.8 The second part of Alan’s Buczacz project was Ancestral Tales, 
published just before his own death and celebrated in the immediate aftermath, to 
whatever extent a celebration was possible at that juncture. A third part of the proj-
ect, a literary biography of Agnon in which his life story is told against the backdrop 
of his literary oeuvre, was being planned by Alan. He will, to our distress, not be able 
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to complete that project. Alan was in the process of writing the childhood chapter, 
the first chapter of the book, when he died.

This volume of Prooftexts, like Yaron’s work to complete her father’s project and 
Alan’s to complete Diamond’s, seeks in some way to complete Alan’s. We recognize 
that nothing and no one can really finish the work that Alan started, neither on 
the subject of Agnon and Buczacz, nor in the rest of the variegated and compelling 
studies he undertook during a long and ambitious academic career. However, our 
hope is that some of the essays in this volume, mostly commissioned but some 
translated and republished from other sources, will acknowledge the recent interest 
in Agnon studies that Alan spearheaded with his fresh take on ʿIr umeloʾah. 

In the second part of this volume, “Interrupted Work,” we tried to collect essays 
that would continue Alan’s discussion on Agnon. Jeffrey Saks, in his essay “From ‘A 
City of the Dead’ to A City in Its Fullness: Evolving Depictions of Buczacz in the 
Long Agnonian Arc,” uncovers an early story of Agnon’s that grapples with many 
of the same themes and styles as the later ʿIr umeloʾah collection. Omer Bartov, in 
“Tales from Half-Asia: Small-Town Galicians Encounter the World,” shares some 
of the findings on Buczacz that he portrayed in his recently published Anatomy of 
a Genocide: The Life and Death of a Town Called Buczacz.9 Bartov wrote this book in 
part as a core member of a semester research group on Buczacz convened by Alan 
and Ariel Hirschfeld at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem during the spring of 
2015. Hirschfeld, for his part, contributes an essay on methodological approaches 
to reading the folk elements in Agnon’s work, which will appear alongside Miron’s 
essay in the follow-up memorial volume mentioned earlier. Michal Arbell, another 
core member of the 2015 Galicia research group, writes in her essay, “A Simple Story: 
Szybusz and the Crisis of Parenting,” about ways to apply Alan’s readings of the 
Buczacz stories to other works by Agnon, including Sippur pashut (A Simple Story, 
1935). Wendy Zierler, a coeditor of this volume, contributes an essay, “Breaking 
the Idyll: Rereading Flaubert’s Madame Bovary and Agnon’s Sippur pashut through 
Devorah Baron’s Fradl.” In “‘Our Town’: Mr. Stern and Buczacz in Mr. Lublin’s 
Store,” Glenda Abramson expands the horizons of Alan’s understanding of the 
Buczacz stories by reading them alongside another posthumously published work 
of Agnon’s Bah. anuto shel Mar Lublin (1975), which she recently translated into 
English and edited as In Mr. Lublin’s Store.10 The “Interrupted Work” section of this 
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volume concludes as Omri Ben Yehudah, in his essay: “In Quest of Du: Dialogue 
in Kafka and Agnon,” suggests ways of reading Agnon intertextually, alongside the 
traditional Jewish liturgy and the stories of Franz Kafka, within the purview of 
narratological and philosophical approaches to dialogue.

The third part of this volume, titled “Synergies,” includes essays that have been 
inspired by Alan’s work in areas other than those reflected in his final Agnon proj-
ect. In “David Bergelson in Hebrew: Translation as Literary Memorialization,” 
Naomi Brenner looks at David Bergelson’s reception during the initial years of the 
modern State of Israel in light of Alan’s reflections on the place of the Holocaust 
and Yiddish (especially Soviet Yiddish) in Modern Hebrew letters. Miki Gluzman’s 
“The Poetics of Secrecy: What Remains Unsaid in Y. H. Brenner’s In Winter?” 
reconsiders Alan’s reading of Brenner’s Bah. oref (In Winter) in Banished from Their 
Father’s Table (1989). In “A. B. Yehoshua and the Novel of Vocation,” Yael Halevi-
Wise discusses Alan’s approach to the work of A. B. Yehoshua in her own study of 
Yehoshua’s “novels of vocation,” while Yehoshua himself has contributed an essay 
on the place of history in modern Hebrew literature, titled “Examining the Head of 
a Pin: On Journey to the End of the Millennium.”  This essay, translated here for the 
first time into English, addresses some of the principles guiding Alan’s approach to 
Buczacz as a historical place in his readings of Agnon’s imaginative reconstructions 
of his hometown. 

I would be remiss if I did not conclude this introduction with an acknowl-
edgement of Alan’s major contribution to modern Hebrew literary studies as a 
founding editor, in 1981, along with David Roskies, of Prooftexts. In his tribute to 
Alan, Roskies discusses the inspiration for Prooftexts: “Prooftexts took on Big Jewish 
Topics that represented Jewish culture as continuous, cumulative, and renewable.” 
And, indeed, Prooftexts became the conduit for countless discussions of the highest 
caliber. As an undergraduate, I attended a conference of the National Association 
of Professors of Hebrew (NAPH) at the University of Michigan and went to a 
panel on David Fogel comprised of papers by Chana Kronfeld, Naomi Seidman, 
Eric Zakim, and Gluzman, if my memory serves me correctly. It was my introduc-
tion to Hebrew modernism. After the panel, I approached them and asked where 
I could read more. They told me that they were editing a special issue of Prooftexts 
on Fogel. Having never heard of Prooftexts, I ran to the library and read every issue 
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since its founding. That day, in the periodicals stacks at the University of Michigan, 
Prooftexts convinced me of my vocation. Indeed, my first published piece was in 
Prooftexts, ushered into print by Alan himself. When I was invited to serve on the 
editorial board about a decade ago and started serving as one of the journal’s “gate-
keepers” (as Roskies puts it), I felt that I had come full circle, following the journal 
through the many different stages of my career, and having the journal follow me 
as well, it seemed. 

Roskies tells us in his tribute that, during his years as editor of Prooftexts, Alan 
“commissioned the cover art for every volume of the journal each one based on 
another Hebrew numeral.” Just as his vision for the journal, and for the field of 
modern Jewish literary studies, led Alan to leave his mark on every single cover of 
Prooftexts for its first few decades of existence, so, too, do we hope that our focus 
on Alan’s legacy in this special issue of the journal which he cofounded,will pres-
ent a lasting memorial to the very special man to whom we are all deeply, lov-
ingly, indebted. I thank Wendy Zierler and Barry Wimpfheimer, newest editors 
of Prooftexts, for collaborating with me on this tribute to Alan, as well as all those 
scholars, students, and teachers who graciously and generously agreed to contribute, 
most especially Jeffrey Saks, the editor of the Toby Press series on Agnon, who 
helped every step of the way. I would also like to express my gratitude to the Jewish 
Studies Program at the University of Maryland, as well as to the Jewish Theological 
Seminary, who helped to defray translation costs. As in the story of the biblical 
Abraham who became a blessing to all who knew him, so may Alan’s memory be 
for a blessing after his death, just as he blessed us all in life.
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