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“My Holocaust Is Not Your Holocaust”: 
“Facing” Black and Jewish Experience 
in The Pawnbroker, Higher Ground, 
and The Nature of Blood 

Wendy Zierler 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, New York 

What is to be gained by drawing literary comparisons between the African

Diaspora experience of slavery and the Jewish experience of the Holo-

caust? Can such comparisons be made without distorting the historical

record? This article critiques the juxtaposition of tragedy found in The

Pawnbroker—both the novel and the film version—and offers a reading of

Cynthia Ozick’s The Shawl as a polemical response to The Pawnbroker.

Two Holocaust-related novels by the West Indian writer Caryl Phillips are

then examined as models of how a literary text can enact a “facing” of

black and Jewish experience through the postmodern technique of narra-

tive fragmentation and juxtaposition. 

In one of the few critical reviews of Toni Morrison’s Pulitzer Prize–winning novel
Beloved, the African American conservative critic Stanley Crouch condemns Morrison
for elevating “catastrophic experience,” promoting “a vision of black woman as the
most scorned and rebuked of the victims,” and representing African American his-
tory in terms of the Holocaust. According to Crouch, Beloved 

perhaps is best understood by its italicized inscription: Sixty Million and More. Morrison
recently told Newsweek that the reference was to the captured Africans who died com-
ing across the Atlantic. But sixty is ten times six, of course. This is very important to
remember. For Beloved, above all else, is a blackface holocaust novel. It seems to have
been written in order to enter American slavery into the big-time martyr ratings contest,
a contest usually won by references to, and works about, the experiences of Jews at the
hands of the Nazis. As a holocaust novel, it includes disfranchisement, brutal transport,
sadistic guards, failed and successful escapes, murder, liberals among oppressors, a big
war, underground cells, separation of family members, losses of loved ones to violence
of the mad order, and characters who, like the Jew in The Pawnbroker, have been made
emotionally catatonic by the past.1 

Crouch’s harsh review has attracted a good deal of attention. Not only does it go
against the overwhelmingly positive reception accorded the novel by reviewers and
academic critics alike, it argues against the invocation of the Holocaust in the context
of African American history. Many critics have dismissed Crouch’s critique outright.2
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Others, while disclaiming Crouch’s vitriolic rhetoric, have looked more closely at
Beloved as holocaust novel, an idea supported by some of Morrison’s own comments
about the dedication to “Sixty Million and More.” In an interview, Morrison referred
to sixty million as “the smallest number I got from anybody”3 for the number of
Africans who died as a result of the Middle Passage. In other interviews, however,
Morrison revealed a preoccupation with the Holocaust, as well as an element of com-
petitive comparison. Asked what she would write were she requested to compose the
jacket copy for Beloved, Morrison answered: 

I’m trying to explore how a people—in this case one individual or a small group of
individuals—absorbs and rejects information on a very personal level about something
[slavery] that is indigestible and unabsorbable completely. Something that has no
precedent in the history of the world, in terms of the length of time and nature of and
specificity of its devastation. If Hitler had won the war and established his thousand year
Reich, at some point he would have stopped killing people, the ones he didn’t want
around, because he would have needed some to do the labor for nothing. And the first
200 years of that Reich would have been exactly what that period was in this country for
Black people. It would have been just like that. Not for five years, but for 200 years
or more.4 

Morrison’s comments clearly bespeak a desire to challenge the theory of Holocaust
uniqueness with the historically antecedent example of American slavery. Given the
mainstream recognition that the Holocaust has achieved in the United States—
for example, the opening of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in
Washington, DC, and the popularity of Steven Spielberg’s film Schindler’s List—one
perhaps can appreciate Morrison’s desire to call greater attention to a group catas-
trophe that actually occurred on American soil and that continues to haunt American
race relations. And yet, by pointing to the unprecedented nature of American slavery
and its two-hundred-year history in comparison to the five-year-long Holocaust,
Morrison seems not only to draw attention to but to enter into a perverse competi-
tion with the Holocaust record of suffering. 

Emily Miller Budick’s response to the Beloved-as-Holocaust-novel contro-
versy is particularly noteworthy. While Budick suspects that Crouch’s labeling of
Beloved as a “blackface holocaust novel” “overstate[s] the case,”5 she extends
Crouch’s argument about Morrison’s desire to pit slavery against the Holocaust by
pointing to Morrison’s title and epigraph taken from Romans 9:25: “I will call them
my people, / which were not my people; / and her beloved, / which was not
beloved.” According to Budick, this text “expressly warrants Christian displace-
ment of Judaism.” As Budick argues, “whether Morrison’s quotation from Paul has
as its objective the substitution of African American history for Christian history
rather than for Jewish history matters less than the fact that what is going on here
is some kind of displacement, in which the displacement of Jews is very much a
central event.”6 

DCH-039.fm  Page 47  Wednesday, April 28, 2004  4:45 PM



48 Holocaust and Genocide Studies

But must the comparison of Jewish and African American experience always
result in this kind of (mis)appropriation? To be sure, facile comparisons and elisions
of very different national histories do little to advance real understanding among
ethnic and national groups. As Laurence Mordekhai Thomas has argued, “there can
be no true understanding of a people without proper grasp of its moral pain. . . . The
moral pain of neither [group] can be subsumed under nor assimilated into the moral
pain of the other.”7 But is there no correlation whatsoever between these group
experiences of modern racism? In the words of Paul Gilroy, “might there be some-
thing useful to be gained from setting these histories closer to each other?”8 

Thomas’s book-length study, Vessels of Evil: American Slavery and the Holocaust
is an important example of a critical and philosophical desire to set “these histories
closer to each other” as a way to show “two faces of evil”9 in the modern world. In
bringing together these histories, however, Thomas concentrates on “the conceptual
differences between the Holocaust and American Slavery.”10 Thomas’s decision to
capitalize these terms throughout the volume betrays his determination to recognize
each episode as a distinct historical experience and to avoid invidious comparisons. 

Similarly, Adam Zachary Newton’s Facing Black and Jew: Literature as Public
Space in Twentieth-Century America presents a theory and practice of interpretive
“facing.” Texts by African American and Jewish writers are juxtaposed, not to elide
them simplistically or to collapse their differences into a flattened sense of similarity,
but “to display and create nuances of entanglement, connection, proximity.”11

Conjoining writers such as Ralph Ellison and Henry Roth or John Edgar Wideman
and Bernard Malamud, Newton aims for a “dialectical interface between them—the
crack that constitutes rather than divides.”12 Like Thomas, Newton assumes this
interpretive task with a strong ethical sense of responsibility, inspired by the philo-
sophical writings of Emmanuel Levinas, particularly his conception of one’s ethical
obligation to the Other as expounded in Totality and Infinity.13 According to
Newton, “to understand criticism as ethical means that facing texts contrive a space
of approach for them to draw near without coinciding.”14 In Newton’s critical
practice, which demonstrates a desire to use literary interpretation to create a greater
understanding and mutual respect between blacks and Jews, correspondences are
noted, but no single notion of identity or experience is allowed to subsume, displace,
impersonate, or eradicate the difference and integrity of the Other. 

I draw on Newton’s idea of “facing” as critical strategy for a comparative read-
ing of three literary works that enact their own internal yoking-together of African
American and Jewish experience, in relation to the Holocaust. Rather than focusing
on Morrison’s Beloved, a novel that engages the subject of the Holocaust only indi-
rectly, I begin by examining Holocaust juxtaposition or “metaphor” in the work that
Crouch invokes at the end of his review: The Pawnbroker, both Edward Lewis Wallant’s
1961 book and Sidney Lumet’s 1965 film. I then analyze The Pawnbroker through a
reading of Cynthia Ozick’s The Shawl—a work that several critics, including Newton,
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have linked with Morrison’s Beloved,15 but that I believe can be read as a polemical
response to the uses of Holocaust comparison and juxtaposition so amply evident in
The Pawnbroker. Finally, I examine two Holocaust-related novels by the West
Indian writer Caryl Phillips as models of how a literary text can indeed enact a
“facing” of black and Jewish experience. 

I am well aware of the objections to the idea of Holocaust comparison, a notion
that the critic Edward Alexander has characterized as an act of “stealing the Holocaust
from the Jews who were its victims.”16 By linking the Holocaust to other historical
instances of genocide and vice versa, do we not risk falsifying the historical record?
Moreover, by applying the term “Holocaust” to all instances of great carnage and
massacre, do we not run the risk, as Yehuda Bauer suggests, of flattening the term
and denuding it of any real significance?17 To be sure, Holocaust comparison in the
African American context has led, in some instances, to some hateful results. One
notable example is the case of the virulently antisemitic Black African Holocaust
Council, an organization founded in 1991 by a Nation of Islam member, Eric
Muhammad, that organizes annual “Black African Holocaust” conferences and
publishes The Holocaust Journal. According to an Anti-Defamation League report,
Muhammad’s council insists on the crucial role of Jewish American groups in
destroying African American communities and promotes the denial of the “Jewish
holocaust, which is shoved down the throats of African Americans.”18 

“Jews are not metaphors,” writes Cynthia Ozick in her well-known essay “A
Liberal’s Auschwitz,” “not for poets, not for novelists, not for theologians, not for
murderers, and never for anti-Semites.”19 And yet, as James Young notes in response
to Ozick, “Jews are metaphors—for poets, novelists, theologians, too often for
murderers and anti-Semites, and most often for themselves as Jews.”20According to
Young, the metaphorical or comparative tendencies in Holocaust representation can
be traced to the literary responses of the victims themselves, “who in trying to repre-
sent events ‘as they happened’ and in their uniqueness were constantly frustrated by
language that seemed simultaneously to lead away from events and to analogize
them. For even if the realities of the camps and ghettos were unprecedented the
available language and figures to describe them were not.”21 Rather than polemically
abusing the very idea of Holocaust comparison or juxtaposition, then, it would seem
far more profitable to consider and critique the various kinds of metaphor or juxtapo-
sition to see what trends and consequences—both problematic and salutary—
emerge when one sets the individual histories of Jewish and black suffering alongside
each other. 

The Pawnbroker 
The practice of invoking the Holocaust to depict racist oppression in the United
States originates in Jewish American writing just as much if not more than in the
African American literary context. Jo Sinclair’s 1946 novel, Wasteland, one of the
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first Jewish American novels written against the backdrop of the Holocaust, features
a lesbian writer whose awareness of her people’s and her own marginality fuels her
desire to write about those “wounded by the world. Jews, Negroes, cripples or any
sort.”22 Similarly, it was a Jewish historian, Stanley Elkins, who suggested in his
controversial study Slavery: A Problem in American Institutional and Intellectual
Life (1959) that American slavery ought to be understood through comparison with
the Nazi persecutions of the Jews. Not long after that, The Pawnbroker and Lumet’s
film adaptation thereof expanded this juxtaposition by linking the Holocaust to the
experience of urban black poverty. Although Jews created both the novel and the
film, they apparently wished, as did Morrison two decades later, to displace an exclusivist
Jewish interpretation of the Holocaust with a broader, American/Christian universalistic
interpretation of catastrophe. 

In Wallant’s novel, the anniversary of the Holocaust death of Ruth, wife of the
novel’s protagonist, Sol Nazerman, is a catalyst—one of many—that increasingly
compel an otherwise heartless and mercenary Sol to relate his present experiences as
pawnbroker in black-Hispanic Harlem to the horrors of his past experience of the
concentration camps. A veritable stereotype of the heartless Jewish moneylender, Sol
owns a pawnshop that also serves as a money-laundering front for a local crime boss
named Murillio. At the beginning of the novel, Sol is, at best, indifferent to the
miseries of his customers and, at worst, harshly condemning. Indeed, his initial out-
look allies him more closely with a Nazi sensibility than with a Jewish one, an idea
suggested in the similarity of the name Nazerman to Nazi. In one scene, Sol sits in
the apartment of his mistress and fellow survivor, Tessie Rubin, and reflects on all
the people around him, likening them, in the dehumanizing manner of his former
Nazi persecutors, to insects and other lesser life forms worthy of extermination: 

All around him life of various sorts, stone hollowed out and filled with the insect-life of
humans, the whole earth honeycombed with them. In another pocket of stone or brick
or wood, Jesus Ortiz, Morton, George Smith, Murillio, billions. Insects ruining the
sweet, silent proportions of the earth. Undermining, soiling, hurting. Where was the
gigantic foot to crush them all? Where was blessed silence?23 

If Nazerman begins as Nazi-man, however, the novel tells how he gradually sheds
this harsh persona via the empathetic commingling of his Holocaust past with the
suffering of those around him in Harlem. As the novel progresses, Wallant repeat-
edly yokes together the figures mentioned in the passage cited above, not to be
despised and distanced from Sol’s consciousness but to be mutually pitied, evidence
of the universal sufferings of humankind. 

Emblematic of this development is Sol’s nightmare recollection of the death of
his baby daughter, Naomi, in the Holocaust. Sol sees all the suffering figures of his
present-day life superimposed on the tortured form of his dead child, a composite
metaphor for undeserved suffering: 
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He was standing with his hands up to his cheeks, staring at the child’s dead body twisted
on a monstrous hook, which pierced it from behind and came out the breast. He began
screaming, the screams of such unbearable size that the sensation was that of vomiting
or giving birth. His grief forced all the blood out of his pores. He could not contain it;
soon his body would fly into pieces. 

“Naomi, Naomi kinder [sic], my baby, my baby. . . .” 

And then, suddenly, there on the same childish body appeared another face. It was a
grotesque face for that delicate, childish body, a young man’s thin, sallow face—Morton!
And there appeared the lined, pathetically depraved face of George Smith. And then
the face was that of Jesus Ortiz. Each face appeared on the frail body with the cruel
hook pointing up toward the head. They were like slides projected there. . . . . And the
faces kept on changing over the body of his child impaled on the hook, on and on, a
descent into Hell that has no ending. Mabel Wheatly took her place on the hook, Tessie,
Cecil Mapp, Mendel, Buck White, Mrs. Harmon, Goberman, one after another without
end (p. 194). 

Sol’s fear of breaking apart as a consequence of the horrid reality of his child’s death
speaks to the paradox of representing in narrative a memory of the unspeakable.
As the dream sequence progresses, the image of the dead Naomi literally splits into
a succession of other images of analogous suffering, a kind of release of Sol’s personal
suffering through a diffusion of the pain. There is no way, however, that these indi-
vidual stories can all be brought together simultaneously and still maintain their
coherence and power. Missing is an awareness that one person’s misery does not
stand for that of another, that not all suffering is metaphorically or even morally
equivalent. 

In Sidney Lumet’s film adaptation, the metaphorical drawing together of
Harlem and the Holocaust is even more pronounced. Lumet’s film is filled through-
out with Holocaust motifs grafted onto the visual background of Harlem. A shot of
shoes piled up in a heap inside the window of a Harlem storefront, the elevated train
that rumbles by over and over again outside the store, Sol’s habitual standing in his
store behind a jail-like structure of bars and grids that create an image of enclosure
and incarceration and cast an eerie shadow of concentration camp stripes on his body
and face—all these visual cues refer to Sol’s Holocaust experiences and the enduring
nature of his catastrophic memory. 

Lumet takes these gestures even further by repeatedly placing images from
contemporary Harlem side by side with visually analogous flashbacks to Sol’s concen-
tration camp experiences. Dogs barking on the street remind Sol of German guard
dogs in the camp. A gang fight behind a fence (with pedestrians indifferently passing
by) calls up Sol’s memories of the failed escape attempt and tragic death of his friend
Rubin. A scene in the pawnshop in which a young, pregnant, and destitute woman
brings in her engagement ring to pawn is juxtaposed with a flashback image of a row
of women’s hands being held up over a fence on the order of the SS so that their
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rings and other valuables could be stripped off. The climactic flashback occurs when
Mabel Wheatly, a black prostitute, offers her services to Sol in the backroom of the
pawnshop, leading to a flashback of a particularly painful camp experience—a sadistic
guard smashes Sol’s head through a window so that Sol can have an unobstructed
view of the prostitution of his wife, Ruth. 

According to Ilan Avisar, “the bogus analogy between the horrors of the
Holocaust and living conditions in Spanish Harlem is the main premise of this film as
well as its main fallacy.”24 In Avisar’s view, the idea of Harlem as modern-day
concentration camp is presented repeatedly through Lumet’s technique of visual
juxtaposition via flashbacks. Wallant’s novel, in contrast, does not rely on flashbacks
and thus is perhaps less immediately vulnerable to the sorts of objections raised by
Avisar. But as the nightmare passage cited above suggests, the novel also occasionally
falls into a pattern of facile analogy, which becomes more and more pronounced as
the story progresses. 

Crucial to the juxtapositional progression of the plot is chapter twenty-five. It
begins with another of Sol’s dreams, but this time—evidence, perhaps, of the steady
purification of his soul—Sol feels “an ancient incarnation of his childhood” (p. 240)
and then dreams not of concentration camp death but of a day in the country with his
wife, children, and parents before the terrible tragedy of the Holocaust. Sol awakens
to the renewed pain of his loss. The chapter proceeds with a string of night-time
vignettes revealing the concomitant thoughts and torments of many of the same
characters encountered in Sol’s nightmare: Mabel Wheatly, the prostitute, thinks
back jadedly on her less than innocent childhood as she performs sexual tasks for yet
another customer; George Smith, the learned but lascivious pedophile, fantasizes
about conversing with Mr. Nazerman, the former European professor, about the
Marquis de Sade and then imagines bedding a young child; Murillio, the heartless
mobster and whorehouse keeper, triumphantly recalls his poor upbringing and
laments Sol’s sudden discovery of his conscience, because “it might have been a pleas-
ure to talk things over with a guy with brains” (p. 245); Morton, Sol’s artist nephew,
puts the final touches on a charcoal drawing of his uncle and then contemplates his
new collection of pornographic pictures; and finally, Sol’s assistant, Jesus Ortiz,
panics about the plan he has just concocted with a pair of neighborhood crooks to rob
the pawnshop. 

To Wallant’s credit, he does not suggest that these characters are completely
interchangeable. Each vignette is a discrete unit. At the same time, Wallant’s tech-
nique of placing the vignettes one after another with nothing but paragraph breaks
between them, and the use of an omniscient narrator who tells each story from the
same point of view, certainly supports an analogical argument. Moreover, by inter-
lacing each character’s description with common motifs—lost childhood innocence,
deviant sexual practice and moral turpitude, a failed search for intellectual conver-
sation—Wallant projects a vision of a shared community of suffering and sin, of
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which Sol is but one of many members. The writing in this chapter is impressively
strong, and there is great appeal to Wallant’s effort to bring together disparate stories
of suffering. But like the nightmare sequence, this chapter emphasizes commonality
to a fault and fails completely to distinguish between kinds and contexts of pain.
Finally, Wallant’s decision to include Murillio in the series blurs the distinction
between victim and victimizer, an idea that harks back to Nazerman’s Nazi-sounding
name. 

As Alan Berger notes, “The Pawnbroker. . . views the Holocaust not as an epoch-
making event, but as an instance, albeit extreme, of human cruelty whose effects can
be overcome through healing contact with other caring humans.”25 Sol’s moral task
thus is to extricate himself from the role of victimizer and to rediscover his own pain
so as to identify with the plight of the less fortunate. Instrumental in this transforma-
tion is the figure of the Gentile, the American-born social worker Marilyn Birchfield,
who repeatedly visits Sol’s pawnshop in the hope of interesting him in her charitable
activities on behalf of Harlem youth. At first, Sol coldly rebuffs Miss Birchfield and
her naive, liberal form of universal sympathy. Like the biblical Solomon, purported
author of the sober and pessimistic book of Ecclesiastes, Sol retains his stalwart
convictions about the depravity and essential evil of humanity and the vanity of all
pursuits. Gradually, under the weight of his memories, Sol becomes more receptive
to the gestures of friendship and charity from Miss Birchfield—whose name evokes
the American countryside and a sanguine, unsullied, preurban existence, and, as
S. Lillian Kremer has observed, the security and comfort of Protestant New England.26 

If the Christian origins of Miss Birchfield’s philosophy remain somewhat
buried, elsewhere in the novel the idea of universal sympathy takes on a much more
explicitly Christological quality. Early on, Sol’s assistant Ortiz expresses to Sol a kind
of envy for the Jewish legacy of suffering: “Niggers suffer like animals. They ain’t
caught on. Oh yeah, Jews suffer. But they do it big, they shake up the world with
they suffering” (p. 27). Ortiz’s notion of mythical Jewish suffering turns explicitly
Christian when he visits a church with the ironic purpose of asking God to bless his
plan to rob the pawnbroker. While staring at the image of the crucifix, Ortiz sardoni-
cally imagines Sol as Christ on the cross: 

He was a Jew too, just like the Pawnbroker; there’s a laugh for you. He tried to imagine
the Pawnbroker in a position like that, nailed up on a cross, the heavy graceless body,
broken and naked, the great puffy face bent to one side. . . .with the glasses on! He
began to chuckle, harshly. Wouldn’t everybody be shocked to see Sol Nazerman up
there, his arm with the blue numbers stretched out to the transfixed hand (p. 238). 

Note the ironic nature of this vision. To be sure, Ortiz hardly is comfortable with the
idea of graceless, broken, puffy Sol substituting for Jesus of Nazareth. Wallant’s plot,
which culminates with the martyrdom of the handsome, physically graceful, and
aptly named Jesus Ortiz, reiterates this discomfort with the image of Sol as Christ.
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When Ortiz sacrifices himself to prevent one of his fellow thieves from killing Sol,
Sol’s conversion to the religion of universal sympathy is rendered complete. In dying,
Jesus Ortiz becomes the real Christ and Sol his apostle. According to Jonathan
Baumbach, “the fact of Jesus’ sacrifice, an unlooked for miracle for Sol, brings the
Pawnbroker back to sentient life. In the example of his assistant’s humanity, Sol dis-
covers the denied possibilities of his own. As Jesus moves out of life—a consequence
of their shared communion—the Pawnbroker is resurrected.”27 

Sol Nazerman’s redemption through Ortiz’s act of Christian martyrdom is
especially striking in Lumet’s film version. After witnessing the death of Jesus
Ortiz and cradling the young man’s head in his arms, pietà-style, Sol returns to
his store and purposely pierces his hand with the sharp protruding nail of his
receipt holder, thereby taking on the stigmata of the crucifixion, evidence of his
willingness to share the pain of all the sufferers in his life. According to Ilan
Avisar, this final moment of Christian displacement is the film’s most offensive
aspect.28 Alan Mintz correctly notes the difference between the ending of the film
and that of the novel: 

In Wallant’s novel, Nazerman reconnects with his family by calling his nephew Morton
and asking him to come into the shop the next day to help him, and then connected in
grief to all he has lost—including to Ortiz—he heads uptown to help his lover Tessie,
also a Holocaust survivor, mourn the death of her father.29 

In other words, in contrast to the film, which concludes with a complete Christian
displacement of the Holocaust, the novel ends with a Jewishly centered act of lamen-
tation, two Holocaust survivors mourning together the death of one of their own—a
family member and fellow survivor. That said, the novel insists that Sol can never
properly mourn and acknowledge the memory of his own losses without making him-
self vulnerable to the pain of (Christian) others. His reemergence into the realms of
ethics and remembrance is entirely contingent on his recognition that Jesus (Ortiz)
has suffered for him. 

To be sure, the ideas represented in The Pawnbroker need to be understood in
their historical context as part of an early effort to confront the Holocaust in a secular-
symbolic context. In his study of the Holocaust in American Jewish fiction, Alan
Berger considers Wallant along with Philip Roth, Norma Rosen, Richard Elman, and
Bernard Malamud as writers who “are concerned with drawing what they perceive to
be appropriate societal lessons from the Jewish catastrophe,”30 resulting in a
de-emphasis of Jewish specificity and a universalization of the Holocaust. In contrast,
Berger argues, more-recent fiction writers, such as Arthur Cohen and Cynthia Ozick,
represent a trend toward ethnic and religious identification and Jewish specificity
that refuses such universalization. 

I’d like to dwell for a moment on Ozick to cap my discussion of The Pawnbroker,
because her best-known Holocaust fiction—the prize-winning short story “The
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Shawl” and novella “Rosa” included in The Shawl—recall certain themes and details
of The Pawnbroker but with crucial differences, and thus can be used as a key to the
kinds of Holocaust analogy and Christian displacement in the Wallant novel and
Lumet film. In his review of The Shawl, the critic Bryan Cheyette uses Ozick’s
critique of William Styron’s novel Sophie’s Choice—namely, that it designates a
Polish Christian woman as the central victim of Nazi oppression—to interpret
Ozick’s The Shawl as a Jewish rereading of that novel.31 I would argue, however, that
Ozick’s short story and novella about Rosa’s ongoing sufferings after the concentra-
tion camp death of her baby daughter, Magda, respond in even more important ways
to The Pawnbroker. 

Ozick is known as a brilliant stylist, and both “The Shawl” and “Rosa” are filled
with stunning metaphors. In contrast to The Pawnbroker, both versions of which use
Holocaust suffering as a metaphor for the contemporary torments of the urban poor,
Ozick’s self-enclosed metaphorical language points relentlessly inward, referring not
to the suffering of other groups in other places and times but to the hermetically and
oppressively sealed world of the concentration camps. In “The Shawl,” Rosa’s bleak
complexion in the camp is “dark like cholera,”32 a disease commonly found in the
ghettos and camps. Magda’s blonde hair is “yellow as the Star sewn into Rosa’s coat”
(p. 4), again referring not to an outside place or image but to the predominant
marker of Nazi antisemitism. In their progressive emaciation, Rosa and Stella are
described as “turning into air” (p. 6), an image that refers to the literal turning of
Jewish bodies into “ash-stippled wind” (p. 7) produced by the crematoria. 

It is in the novella “Rosa,” however, where one can discern an even more
overt response to The Pawnbroker. Like Sol Nazerman, survivor Rosa Lublin was a
pawnbroker of sorts, an owner of a secondhand furniture store in Brooklyn. Unlike
Sol, who maintains his pawnshop even after Ortiz’s death by bringing in his sensitive
and artistic nephew Morton as his assistant and severing ties with Murillio—
suggesting a simultaneous continuation and rejection of the stereotype of the Jewish
pawnbroker—Rosa deliberately smashes up her store and everything that it repre-
sents and moves to Florida. Sol and Rosa are both emotionally scarred and deeply
troubled individuals. Sol is depicted in Wallant’s novel as almost irredeemably ugly,
both in behavior and appearance: “a great bulky figure, with its puffy face, its
heedless dark eyes distorted behind the thick lenses of strangely old-fashioned
glasses,” a figure that dispels “any thought of pleasure” (Pawnbroker, p. 3). In com-
parison, the personal deficiencies of Rosa, “a madwoman and a scavenger” (Shawl,
p. 13), are depicted with a loving humor, allowing the reader to sympathize with
Rosa even in her most misguided, misanthropic moments. “Rosa” includes several
metaphorical elements that, like those in The Pawnbroker, draw comparisons
between contemporary America and the concentration camps. But whereas the
juxtapositions of modern Harlem with Sol’s past drive toward a universalistic
interpretation of human suffering, Rosa’s Holocaust metaphors represent not an

DCH-039.fm  Page 55  Wednesday, April 28, 2004  4:45 PM



56 Holocaust and Genocide Studies

acknowledgment of other group catastrophes but the effects of her unresolved,
unshared personal trauma surrounding the death of her baby daughter. Thus, for
Rosa, even the banal details of her everyday life evoke the Holocaust: the streets of
Miami Beach are “a furnace, the sun an executioner” (p. 14). She writes to her
fellow-survivor and niece, Stella, “Where I put myself is in hell. Once I thought the
worst was the worst, after that nothing could be the worst. But now I see, even after
the worst there’s still more” (p. 14). 

In addition to these metaphors, which refer directly to the camp, Ozick’s
novella is filled with allusions to animal life, underlining Rosa’s enduring sense of
brutalization and dehumanization. When Rosa pulls her clothes out of the washing
machine, “they were twisted into each other like mixed-up snakes” (p. 18); when she
walks in the street with her new acquaintance, the Yiddish-speaking Polish Jew
Persky, she “plod[s] beside him dumbly; a lead animal” (p. 22). Back in her dingy
hotel room, Rosa “eats little by little, like a tapeworm in the world’s belly” (p. 35).33 

In contrast to Sol, Rosa staunchly resists any form of liberal American opti-
mism and progressive movement away from the Jewish past. Whereas Sol’s surname
connects him to two non-Jewish groups, Nazis and Nazerenes/Christians, Rosa’s
Polish city surname (Lublin) identifies her with Eastern European origins and the
inexorability of her past. And whereas Sol’s moral development depends on his
ability to elide his past with the pains of Jews, Gentiles, blacks—with all victims of
suffering, past and present—Rosa’s development involves the emergence of a much
more Jewishly centered awareness. Even then, it is unclear whether she achieves
redemption or respite from pain. Sol is brought into the greater fellowship of human-
kind through the agency of the Gentile American, Marilyn Birchfield, and the black-
Hispanic Catholic, Jesus Ortiz. In contrast, Rosa is only temporarily brought out of
the hermetic shell of her obsession with her daughter’s death. Although she initially
rebuffs Persky’s advances, arguing that “my Warsaw”—cultured, wealthy, assimilated,
consummately Polish—”is not your Warsaw” (p. 19), she eventually accepts him into
her hotel-room home. Rosa’s emotional journey thus draws her further into her
once-denied Jewishness or, at the very least, to a certain acknowledgment of her own
status as a self-hating, assimilated Jew. 

Higher Ground and The Nature of Blood 

The relation with the Other does not nullify separation. It does not arise within a totality
nor does it establish a totality, integrating me and the other. Nor does the face to face
conjecture presuppose the existence of universal truths into which subjectivity could be
absorbed, and which it would be enough to contemplate for me and the other to enter
into a relation of communion. Rather, here the converse thesis must be maintained: the
relation between me and the other commences in the inequality of terms. 

Emmanuel Levinas34 
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I chose to read The Shawl against The Pawnbroker to draw out the logic of the latter
work and to demonstrate Ozick’s resistance to the notion of the comparability of
Holocaust suffering. If, to borrow Levinas’s words, The Pawnbroker creates an
ethically problematic “integration” of Jewish and black suffering, presupposing “the
existence of universal truths”—in this case liberal and Christian—into which
[Holocaust] subjectivity can be absorbed; and, if Ozick’s The Shawl rejects altogether
the idea of associating the Holocaust with the experience of the racial, religious, or
ethnic “Other,” Caryl Phillips’s novels Higher Ground (1989) and The Nature of
Blood (1997) offer a model of Jewish and black literary “relation with the Other”
through multiple and fragmented narration and narrative juxtaposition. 

A prolific writer of West Indian and British origin, Phillips is best known for his
chronicling, in novels such as Cambridge (1991) and Crossing the River (1993), of
the African Diaspora. Over the course of his career, however, Phillips has also
demonstrated an ongoing interest in the history of European anti-Semitism and has
created fictional works that bring together stories of African slavery and the
Holocaust in meaningful and ethically compelling ways. 

Before analyzing Phillips’s work, I must include several caveats. I do not mean
to suggest that only postmodern texts can produce acts of facing within the Holocaust
context, rather that the postmodern resistance to master narrative and embrace of
discontinuity allow disparate histories to come together in ways that highlight differ-
ence as well as contiguity. Similarly, I do not mean to imply that black writers are
better suited to this imaginative project, but rather that Phillips’s writing is merely
one example of how facing has been undertaken. Phillips’s origins in the West Indies
and Britain rather than the United States have allowed him a measure of distance
from the antagonistic interactions that have at times characterized literary conversa-
tions between blacks and Jews in the United States. And his experiences growing up
and traveling in Europe exposed him to a reality of antisemitism not acknowledged
by many African American writers, including Morrison. 

In The European Tribe, a collection of essays that uses the medium of travel
writing to chart the history of European racism, Phillips outlines how European anti-
semitism has shaped his own sense of alienation as a European black. Recounting a
visit to the Jewish ghetto of Venice, “the original ghetto, the model for all others in
the world—places characterized by deprivation and persecution,”35 Phillips reveals
a view of self inextricably connected to the history of European Jewry, so much so,
that in reflecting on the subject of Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice, Phillips
proclaims that “Shylock has always been my hero.” (p. 55) Ironically, he notes, it is
Shakespeare’s Shylock, not Othello, who decries Venetian slavery and notes, “You
have among you many a purchas’d slave / Which, like your asses and your dogs and
mules, / You use in abject and in slavish parts.” (p. 55) 

For Phillips, the black and Jewish experiences in Europe necessarily inform
one another. “I will always remember the words of Frantz Fanon,” Phillips writes:
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“whenever you hear anyone abuse the Jews, pay attention, because he is talking
about you.” (p. 54) In another essay, “Anne Frank’s Amsterdam,” Phillips describes
how his childhood exposure to the Holocaust propelled his first attempts at fiction
writing: 

There was a program on television, part of the World at War series, which dealt with the
Nazi occupation of Holland and the subsequent rounding up of the Jews. . . . I watched
the library footage of the camps and realized both the enormity of the crime that was
being perpetrated, and the precariousness of my own position in Europe. The many
adolescent thoughts that worried my head can be reduced to one line: ‘If white people
could do that to white people, then what the hell would they do to me?’ After that pro-
gramme I wrote my first piece of fiction. A short story about a fifteen-year-old Jewish
boy in Amsterdam who argues with his parents because he does not want to wear the
yellow Star of David. He is just like everyone else, he says, but his parents insist. Even-
tually there comes the knock on the door and his family are taken to the cattle trucks for
“resettlement.” En route the boy somehow manages to jump from the wagon, but in
doing so he bangs his head. He lies bleeding by the railway embankment and it is only
the sunlight shining on his yellow star that attracts a farmer’s kindly attention. The boy is
taken to the farmhouse and saved. (p. 67) 

Phillips’s earliest response to the Holocaust was to analogize and personalize, to see,
in the persecution of European Jewry, his own precarious position as a racial Other.
His two Holocaust-related novels are an outgrowth of this early impulse. But instead
of presenting his black experience as equal or directly analogous to Jewish experi-
ence, Phillips’s novels argue for contiguity, not sameness. Again, I refer to Adam
Zachary Newton’s critical practice in Facing Black and Jew. Discussing a kabbalistic
text and W. E. B. DuBois’s The Souls of Black Folk, Newton emphasizes the import-
ance of maintaining difference in the process of comparison: 

The interface I have created between early twentieth-century African American text
and the medieval tradition of kabbalah is purposely far-flung, a pointed asymmetry. It
works because I have allegorically introduced the connection. It creates a facing
precisely because it preserves both distance and difference.36 

Phillips’s literary “facing” of black and Jewish suffering works because his juxtaposi-
tions, as in Newton’s case above, are “purposely far-flung, a pointed asymmetry.”
That is not to say that Phillips does not plant within his narratives thematic seeds of
connection and mutual engagement. On the contrary, his novels work precisely
because of this dialectic of difference and sameness. In both Higher Ground and The
Nature of Blood, Phillips preserves distance and difference by telling discrete stories
that take place at different times and places, using markedly different narrative
points of view, which he then interweaves to explore the larger themes of exile,
memory, and alienation. 

Indeed, it would be difficult to find three more disparate narratives than the
novellas contained and conjoined in Phillips’s Higher Ground. The first, “Heartland,”
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is a lyrical story of a captured African slave who becomes an interpreter for the coastal
slave traders. At the beginning of the novella, the first-person narrator collaborates
with a lascivious and cruel slave trader named Price—a name that bespeaks his
mercantile approach to relations with the African population—and helps him
purchase an African woman sex slave, the daughter of the head man of a local village.
Toward the middle of the story, the narrator “saves” this young woman from abuse
and abasement (not only by Price but also by her own community, which has deemed
her “ruined”) by taking her as his own. By the end of the novella, however, the
narrator is forced to witness the sexual abuse of his “wife” by yet another slaver.
When he attempts to protect the sanctity of their relationship, both he and she are
shackled and shipped off to distant American shores. 

The second novella, “Cargo Rap,” jumps forward to the late 1960s and tells the
story of a young Southern black man named Rudy, who is imprisoned for attempting
to steal forty dollars and is subsequently condemned to solitary confinement. In
contrast to the more formal, first-person narration of “Heartland,” “Cargo Rap” is
written partly in epistolary form, as a series of letters from Rudy to various family
members, outlining his prison experiences and chronicling his intellectual and ideo-
logical development. Rudy, an eloquent and passionate defender of Black Power, is
also sexist, homophobic, and relentlessly judgmental of the various members of his
family for their moderate politics, as well as their adherence to Christianity.
Emblematic of Rudy’s hypocrisy and self-righteousness is his merciless castigation of
his sister, Laverne, for getting herself pregnant out of wedlock, when Rudy himself
had impregnated a girl before being sent to jail. 

In his letters, Rudy repeatedly employs Holocaust terminology to depict his
own experience of incarceration. To him, the sentence for being a young black man
in America (“Homo Africanus”) is “one to life in a concentration camp of their
choice.”37 Solitary confinement is “Belsen” (p. 69) and the prison guards are the
“Gestapo Police.” (p. 127) Forced for nights on end to endure lights that are never
shut off, Rudy questions whether “in Nazi Germany they used to keep the lights on
as a form of torture” (p. 72). Rudy’s use of the vocabulary of the Holocaust ultimately
is misguided, insofar as he draws on the history of Jewish suffering not so much to
empathize with others as to claim the self-righteous “higher ground” of ultimate
victimhood. As in the case of “Heartland,” where Phillips dramatizes the tragedy of
slavery but does not shy away from noting African tribal complicity with the slave
trade, “Cargo Rap” portrays a charismatic, articulate, but ultimately flawed figure,
one who adopts positions so extreme that he alienates all of his would-be supporters
and becomes the ultimate black separatist, confined indefinitely to his solitary cell.
“Cargo Rap” ends hauntingly with a final hallucinatory letter from Rudy to his dead
mother that fuses the prison world with the past experience of African American
slavery and links Rudy with the narrator of “Heartland.” In this letter, the torments
of Rudy’s incarceration and his yearning for freedom are re-imagined, moving Rudy’s
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analogical viewpoint away from the Holocaust and toward the specificity of African
American history: 

Dear Moma, 

The overseer has a horse named “Ginger.” The plantation is wide and stretches beyond
the horizon. The days are hard and long. We toil from “can’t see” in the morning to
“can’t see” at night. The master is cruel, but nobody “knows” him better than his slaves.
There is strength in this. I have had to learn a new language so forgive me if I make
errors while attempting to temporarily claim our own. How are the crops? Have the
rains come? Father, sister, are they safe? Thirty feet above me a man sits on a watch-
tower with a rifle. I remain agile in mind, and fleet of foot, so you must live in the hope
that one day you will see me and hold me again. Remember we who survived are the
fittest. Many perished (p. 172). 

“Higher Ground,” the last of the novel’s three parts, responds to Rudy’s misap-
propriation of Holocaust terminology with the story of a Polish Jewish refugee. Irina,
the protagonist of this novella, was sent to England by her parents at age eighteen to
escape the Nazis and thus remains plagued by memories of her family, whom she has
lost to the Shoah. Written in the third person, “Higher Ground” portrays Irina
(renamed Irene in England) as psychologically unhinged, continually haunted by bad
dreams and dark memories of the past. Like Rudy, as seen in his last letter entry,
Irene inhabits a surrealistic world, where all the objects around her are personified
nightmarishly and where even God looms before her as a potential persecutor: 

A cat screamed like a child. The lampposts had small heads and long necks. . . . Irene
looked at the naked trees, their arms sharp and pointing in all directions. She liked it
best when the trees wore clothes, then she would wear hers. The snowflakes spun with a
religious monotony that made her want to sing. Instead Irene laughed and imagined
God to be shaking a great celestial salt-cellar before he ate up his children. We deserve
to be eaten up, she thought. . . . She was prepared to be shoveled up on to God’s spoon
and devoured. If he chewed she would bleed. She decided that she would rather drown
in his saliva and be swallowed up whole. . . . (p. 176). 

Although “Higher Ground” begins several years after the Holocaust, Irene’s past
endures and recurs in her present, an emotional state accentuated by Phillips’s tech-
nique of nonlinear narration. As the novella unfolds in the present, facts about
Irene’s past and the sufferings of her family as a result of the Nazi occupation swirl
together with memories of her journey to England, her failed marriage and miscar-
riage, and suicide attempt. During a brief quasi-romantic encounter with a West
Indian man named Louis—indicative of Phillips’s desire to link Jewish history with
the story of the African Diaspora, Irene is overtaken by the realization that “her life is
finally running aground.” (p. 217) The novella closes ominously with Irene awaiting
the arrival of a “woman visitor” who will return her to the mental hospital where she
had previously been committed. As she waits, she recites the words of the Sh’ma,
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reminiscent of the Jewish tradition of monotheistic faith as well as tragic martyrdom.
If the novel opens with an epigraph taken from a black spiritual—“Lord plant my
feet on higher ground”—it closes on a Jewish liturgical note, thereby framing the
work in the language of black and Jewish spiritual yearning. 

The three sections of the novel are connected in other ways as well. In varying
degrees, all three parts of Higher Ground engage issues of sexual propriety and
orientation, and how sexuality is implicated in the history of racist oppression. The
stories also demonstrate a common concern for the question of black involvement in
white European culture and the idea of black complicity in the oppression of their
own. In general, however, the three stories diverge as much as they converge, in both
content and form. The connections between the three novellas must be formed by an
active reader, and even then the narrative distinctiveness of each strand and of each
history persists. Notably, of the three stories in Higher Ground, the title piece about
the Jewish refugee is the weakest, insofar as it demonstrates a marked reticence
about its very subject. Throughout “Higher Ground,” Phillips shies away from
directly depicting the Holocaust, enshrouding Irene’s story in so much hazy descrip-
tion that one never really gets the same sense of her character and realness as one
does for the protagonists of the first two parts. 

Phillips confronts the subject matter of the Holocaust much more directly in
his 1997 novel, The Nature of Blood. An ambitious and technically complex work,
The Nature of Blood consists of several interlocking stories that together tell a larger
story about the “nature of blood” according to its various biological, racial, familial,
and religious meanings. At the center of the novel are the experiences of a young
German Jewish girl named Eva Stern, who survives the death camps only to commit
suicide in a London hospital after being deceived by a former British soldier who had
written her with an offer of marriage. 

Eva’s story, like that of Irene in “Higher Ground,” spools back and forth in
time, as do the four other narrative threads that wind in and out of her story. Among
these other strands is the story of Eva’s uncle Stephan Stern, a German Jewish doctor
whose Zionist convictions lead him to leave his wife and child behind in Nazi Germany
in order to immigrate to Palestine and become active in the Jewish underground. We
never learn exactly what Stephan does in Palestine, although his surname, reminis-
cent of the “Stern Gang” faction, suggests radical right-wing activity. Stephan’s narra-
tive opens and closes the novel, concluding with a meeting in present-day Tel Aviv
between the aging Zionist and a young Ethiopian woman named Malka—one of the
many points of contact in this novel between the stories of Jews and blacks. Malka’s
sense of estrangement as an Ethiopian immigrant and Stephan’s lack of companion-
ship in his old age point to a sense of disillusionment with the realities of life in the
Jewish homeland. 

In The European Tribe, Phillips included two essays on Venice: one on
Othello and one of the Venetian ghetto. Similarly, The Nature of Blood stretches
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back historically to relate two Venetian stories, one Jewish and one black. The first is
a third-person account of a blood libel in the fifteenth-century Venetian town of
Portobuffole, leading to the public burning at the stake of three prominent Jews. The
Portobuffole narrative refers to the Italian origins of the term “ghetto” and the
Venetian requirement that Jews mark themselves apart “by yellow stitching on their
clothes,”38 thereby situating the Holocaust on a historical timeline of Jewish suffer-
ings at the hands of Christian Europe. The account of the burning of the Jew Servadio
and his “co-conspirators” ends with a description of the executioner shoveling up a
heap of white ash and throwing it into the air, whereupon it “dispersed immediately”
(p. 155)—an image that alludes to the white ash of the crematoria as well as to the
notion of Jewish national dispersion in its most extreme and tragic form. 

The second story retells Shakespeare’s Othello. Asked what Othello has to do
with the Shoah, Phillips told one interviewer, “what makes it belong is loneliness, iso-
lation, sense of betrayal, all things that befell Jewish people in the fifteenth century
and during World War II.”39 According to Bryan Cheyette, Phillips’s “choice of Venice
in this novel was, in this regard, dictated by his decision to address the silenced
voices in both Shakespeare’s Othello and The Merchant of Venice,”40 to bring
together “Shylock and Othello as archetypal victims of a European modernity.”41 

But if Phillips juxtaposes Jewish and black Venice in this novel, he does so
once again through “pointed asymmetry.” The blood-libel story in The Nature of
Blood is told by a detached, historical, third-person narrator and is replete with legal
pronouncements, edicts, and judicial testimony. In contrast, the Othello narrative is
told in the first person by Othello himself, who describes his acclimation to life in
Venice: how he attempts to assimilate into this aristocratic European community,
how against all social norms, he falls in love with Desdemona, and so on. There is
little in Othello’s narrative as it appears in Phillips’s novel that even approaches the
grisly tragedy that befell the accused Jews in the Venetian blood-libel incident.
While the latter story is told from beginning to end, culminating in the execution of
Servadio and two other Jews, Phillips’s rendition of Othello stops well short of
Shakespeare’s tragic ending. Both stories employ the motif of blood, but do so in
markedly different ways. The Jewish blood-libel narrative refers to the idea of
shedding blood, as well as to the role of blood as ritual symbol and taboo in Jewish
and Christian sources. The Othello narrative, in contrast, refers to blood in its
various social, racial, and tribal connotations. Here is the story of a black man of
“noble blood” circulating in white Venice, who learns quickly that for aristocratic
Venetians, “marriage was a carefully controlled economic and political ritual, and it
was important therefore to keep the bloodlines pure” (p. 112). In a scathing review
of The Nature of Blood, the critic Hillary Mantel castigates Phillips for attempting to
“lay claim to other people’s suffering”42 by fusing black and Jewish experience.
However, by maintaining a pattern of asymmetry, Phillips brings together black
and Jewish history, but also safeguards their respective integrity and specificity.
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He creates contiguity without direct correspondence, effecting comparison without
displacement. 

Vital to this process is the technique of narrative disruption. As each of the
individual stories progresses, the shifts from one story to another become more
frequent and chaotic, reflecting the sudden dislocations experienced by the charac-
ters, as well as a larger view of history as provisional, partial, and composed of many
voices. This approach is further emphasized through Phillips’s repeated shifts in
point-of-view, even within the individual narrative strands. In Eva’s story itself,
Phillips frequently alternates between first-and third-person narration, between
parenthetical and italicized sections, between interior monologues and dream
sequences. As the novel moves toward its conclusion, Phillips interrupts the narra-
tion even more dramatically, including “scientific commentaries” on post-Holocaust
survivor trauma and mock-encyclopedia entries for words such as “ghetto,” “Venice,”
“suicide,” and “Othello.” This technique of extreme narrative fragmentation results in
a novel that speaks powerfully against the very idea of a coherent, univocal Holocaust
history. 

In the Eva strand, multivocality is further emphasized through allusions to
major works of Holocaust literature. It is no mere coincidence that like Anne Frank,
Eva’s sister and boyfriend are called Margot and Peter; or that in the ghetto, Eva
befriends a (Gentile) woman named Rosa who, like the protagonist of Cynthia
Ozick’s famous story, appears repeatedly with a shawl, or that the encyclopedia
entries in the latter half of the book recapitulate the technique used in “The
Complete Encyclopedia of Kazik’s Life,” part of David Grossman’s ambitious second-
generation novel, See Under: Love (1990). Phillips incorporates these allusions as a
gesture of respect, perhaps, for the richness of Holocaust literature, but also as a way
to signal readers that his book, like those before it, is yet another tentative, partial
response to the horrors of racism, in general, and the Holocaust, in particular. The
necessarily provisional nature of Holocaust response is underscored through another
allusion to the most famous line from the diary of Anne Frank, a work that is often
seen as representative but that gives an admittedly partial view of the Holocaust
experience. “I still believe, in spite of everything,” she insists, “that people are truly
good at heart.”43 As if to provide a more dire, realistic perspective, Eva’s mother
recasts Anne Frank’s words to communicate a very different message: “You see, Eva,
in spite of everything that we have lost, they still hate us, and they will always hate us”
(The Nature of Blood, p. 87). 

As Adam Zachary Newton aptly argues, 

The space of reading and interpretation . . . is defined not by fullness, but rather by
partiality, by gap or interruption seeking not to commensurate differences but simply to
expose them to each other. . . . It is a space between full disjunction and full comple-
mentarity, an intermediate space of recognition, neither tritone or octave but an unex-
pected harmony.44 
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In the literary “facing” of Jewish and black history that is The Nature of Blood,
Phillips creates precisely this sort of reading space, marked by gaps and interruptions,
as well as by fullness and complementarity. At various moments in the text, Jews and
blacks recognize themselves in each other, as exemplified by the moment in Othello
in which the title character, the former slave turned general, wanders into the Jewish
quarter and learns about the strictures and limitations that govern Jewish life in Venice.45

Phillips’s novel is shot through with instances of interracial marriage or coupling—
Stephan and the young Ethiopian named Malka (whose name connotes nobility, as
in Othello, the noble general), Othello and Desdemona, the Gentile Rosa and her
Jewish husband in the ghetto underground, Eva and the soldier, Gerry—all symbolic
of Phillips’s project of commingling two different group histories. These are uneasy,
often disrupted alliances, however, characterized by commonality but also by a
great deal of difference. The stories in The Nature of Blood occasionally produce
“unexpected harmony,” but just as often they remain apart, each carrying its own
particular memorial tune. 
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