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Introduction

THE CASE OF THE SEXY JEWESS

This book tells the story of the rise of an unorthodox figure in contemporary American Jewishness: the Sexy Jewess. She appears as the dancer or dunce in various guises in neoburlesque and cabaret, comedy television, mainstream movies, and progressive pornographic films, constructing the twenty-first-century Jewish American woman through embodied acts of self-display. She is known for her charisma and comic craft, her in-your-face antics and offensive charm. With a klutz joke here and an ethnic accent there, she recalls the cherished Jewish female comics of twentieth-century entertainment lore. And yet her act is not as lovably known, playing as it does with roles less familiar. She’s a pinup or a porn star, a self-commenting plaything, or the passing face of horrible perfection. The aftermath of American assimilation and women’s liberation, her funny, sexy power navigates aging territories with new scripts. Oscillating as she does between ethnic difference and race privilege, emboldened femininity and its failures, her antics embody positions that she remains forever in-between.

To be frank, the Sexy Jewess does not exist. Well, not in the sincere sense. She is an imaginative fiction, a telling construction, a twisty kind of joke, and often a funny one. She invokes the Jewish girl in America but is not quite that girl, claiming ties to tradition and change that she resists with equal force. Even when the performer delivers herself or some outrageous version of a self, the spectacle refracts its ego-inflated/ego-effacing creation, blurring all that the parodist stands for in the midst of identifications gone purposely awry. The Sexy Jewess, dancing and talking herself in circles, heads face-first into the representational abyss.

Categorization of the Sexy Jewess underscores her constructed nature, the performativity of her image, and the ruse of her symbolic authority. She is not, in other words, a she at all, but a possibility, a contemporary characterization, a conundrum. Her invocation takes physical form, however, in performances by any number of social actors with real legs. The “case” of the Sexy Jewess in this sense presents a study as if it were singular, when in fact her moves maneuver across a slew of celebrity and amateur scenes. Her case then is a range of embodiments that refuse the singular, even while reiterating the Jewish woman as punningly classifiable. In this sense, her case might be seen as psychosocial pathology, or deserving of legal review.1 For the purposes of this book, however, she is a matter of history and culture, representational performance and identity play. As the female lead of this book and addressed differently in each chapter, the Sexy Jewess slips in and out of expectations with a trickster power she repeatedly trips over.

In reflexive plays with sexed-up self-display, today’s Sexy Jewess updates long-standing stereotypes of the hag, the Jewish mother, and Jewish American princess that imagined the Jewish woman as overly demanding, inappropriate, and unattractive throughout the twentieth century, and even further back, to the late nineteenth-century literary figure of the belle Juive, or exotic Jewess. As opposed to derogative stereotypes that portrayed the Jewish woman as ugly, homely, and old worldly, the exotic Jewess was depicted as a desirable young woman with “ancient sufferings and alien custom” whose fatal negotiations of past and present were the fetish of gentile men.2 Ultimately dying off in the high-art scene, she reappeared on the minstrel and vaudeville circuits as a bawdy act that made humor of the horrible tropes; she embraced her damned role as a failed femme, a social misfit, a funny girl in low-brow moves that comically undermined herself as much as the world around her. These are the sustained hi-low backdrops that still set her stage in both mainstream and amateur acts.

But why does “sexy” work to update old tropes of the Jewish woman, first an exoticized fetish and then the ugly duckling? And how does sex link to humor in order for this upgrade to work? There is not one answer, and the questions themselves aim to encourage more productive thought. This book underlines the ways in which gender, ethnicity, race, and sexuality intersect through performance of self-representation and parody. Chapters identify a cross-section of popular and subcultural performers who defend what funny sex appeal means for Jewish stage and screen women in their respective domains. More specifically, the selected bill of performances offers diverse responses to the question of Jewish and gender difference in an era after assimilation and second wave feminism. As performers navigate new race and class privileges through self-parody, they embody displays of funniness and sexiness that simultaneously rehearse and revise histories of contemporary American Jewry as well as feminist performance.

To watch the Sexy Jewess do her thing raises questions about what happens next, as the postassimilatory and postfeminist implications of Jewish female performance modalities perpetuate stereotypes in order to disrupt them. In the context of this book, postfeminism accounts for those mechanisms of performance that sometimes claim and at other times resist the banners of second wave feminism and its anthems of women’s liberation. Sliding between such affirmative and resistive citations, performers go “bad” by way of a sex-positive girl power, and worse, by way of its ironic critique.3 Pushing past concerns with objectification, performers play with the very terms of themselves as subjects and objects, manipulating displays of bodily command, control, and comic lack thereof. Postfeminist performances outlined in the book allow for these simultaneous possibilities. They toy with a sex appeal counterindicated by Jewishness, whose funniness is always already effeminately male in mainstream media, where it has etched itself as an American stock figure and the familiar material of unsexy self-ridicule. But more on that in a moment.

In addition to postfeminism, Postassimilation provides the book’s parallel framework as a class- and race-based concept tied to the Jewish female body. Across contexts, I argue that postassimilationist performances return to categories of cultural and religious Jewish difference from secular positions of majoritarian sameness.4 Performances return with nostalgia to earlier eras of American Jewishness defined by ethnic otherness. Doing so allows performers themselves to stake claim to new identities that break with the past, but in ways that are regularly contradictory, and left deliberately unresolved.

As postfeminists and postassimilationists, Sexy Jewess performers bite the hands that feed them only to then kiss them with a smile. They offend and apologize again and again, to a range effects. In some cases, patterns emerge. Select performances share what looks like utopic concerns, as in the liberation from hetero-patriarchal discourses in and out of Jewishness, a progressive ethos that exposes their own coming-into-whiteness through playing up privileges and blind spots. In other cases, performers opt for provocative techniques (e.g., pornography or ballet horror) that question the very premises of social progress while cashing in on the lucrative confusion. In all cases, performers appear to blur stances on the consequences of their actions, and the implications of their purposeful open-endedness. In theoretical relationship with one another throughout the book, and often through joke-work that shares the same popcultural citations, performers amass individual and collective responses to the question of Jewish female embodiment as both radical and conservative critique.

REPETITION WITH A DIFFERENCE AND THE JOKE BODY

As late twentieth-century and early twenty-first-century performers have ushered in a postassimilatory, postfeminist period, these paradigms have carried with them the very premises they appear to leave behind. More specifically, where the expected telos of assimilation and its afterlife might assume a long continuum of Jews becoming American, as if leading linearly from start (difference) to finish (sameness), this book underscores how performers offer an alternative assimilatory model through repetition and revision, a kind of reiteration that marks a simultaneous relationship with the past and politics of progressive movement forward. This reiterative effect is a primary play of the “post” framework, and one which foregrounds the cultural histories performers both extend and modify. Artists return to the verbal and embodied joke-work of early performers, galvanizing its accumulative power in new contexts. The Sexy Jewess reiterates her own performance history to move beyond it.

And yet, as Jacques Derrida and other philosophers across disciplines have shown, any reiteration is a condition of its larger context that makes iteration possible in the first place.5 That is to say that every iteration is a reiteration, and for it to be understood by others, it must be repeatable. Dance and performance studies have concerned themselves with the question of what this means for the individual agent on stage or anywhere else. What is her role in the repetition, and especially when she sets out to cite outright? In Judith Butler’s seminal study on the performance of gender as a citational act, she argued that it is not the individual’s own choice to perform these contexts or not.6 Instead, the iteration-as-reiteration loop invoked by the individual, and in this case the Sexy Jewess, necessarily reflects larger structural forces at play that she must then dance on, in, among, amid, and against. How the artist then makes her reiterative, citational moves relates directly to parody, and humor especially. What is so culturally rich about joke-work is the way it plays with its own points of reference for audiences clued into shared ideals: rules understood collectively in order to be broken. When viewed in this light, reiteration, as an analytical tool, offers a conceptual frame that can attend to both the larger contexts and the minutiae of dancing punchlines, the macro and the micro registers, wherein the rituals of joking and laughing, whether out of glee or horror, frame the Sexy Jewess’s techniques and their contexts as sustained and emergent citational plays.7

In this sense, invocations of the Sexy Jewess’s image in contemporary Jewish female joke-work can offer a mode of understanding practices of assimilation and gender freedom as ongoing rehearsals of sameness and difference. Either idea acts as a Jewish and female point of creative and critical departure. A study of the Sexy Jewess reveals how assimilation—a core concern of secular Jewish American collective identity—is a performance of return and reimagination, as opposed to a linear track of becoming American or becoming white. Moreover, it is the gendered and racialized “in-betweeness” so ubiquitous in Jewish female performance that allows the repeated construction of whiteness and nonwhiteness to signal stances aligned with appropriate and inappropriate femininity for Jewish and non-Jewish audiences alike. Indeed, it is this gendered and racialized position in-between that makes the Jewish woman and representations of her so funny, because she is so “normal” and yet so far from normal. This insider-outsider frame has by now come to carry relatable connotations well beyond ethnic particularity, such that the Sexy Jewess can speak for queer causes and emancipatory clauses of all kinds, and by now often does.

For sexiness to be strategic—that is, to be a space of emancipatory negotiation for the performer and her audience—it has to ride this middle ground between expectation and resistance. In other words, it has to work this repetition, or redundancy of the familiar, and simultaneously propose or even proposition the next big idea. In the case of the Sexy Jewess, contemporary performers rehearse familiar ideas about sexiness, drawing on mostly masculinist, patriarchal traditions to signal new social meanings in intentionally queer contexts. For this, performers are either heralded or held culpably responsible for threatening their white male fan base (to the extent that they have one), or keeping it intact.

The “sexy” to which I refer accounts for an array of embodied aesthetics of Jewish female performers—aesthetics entangled in both postfeminist and postassimilatory discourses—wherein the potential of real and referenced sexuality lives at the intersection of live, filmic, and cyber genres. Beginning with the Sexy Jewess in person, and repeatedly, through ethnographic encounters in New York’s nostalgic burlesque and cabaret circuit, I highlight neoburlesque’s favorite Jewish acts: the Schlep Sisters, Little Brooklyn, Zoe Ziegfeld, and the Nice Jewish Girls Gone Bad (chapter 1). To offer a historical view of how we got here, I return to the comic iconography of early twentieth-century Jewish female performers, examining the legacy techniques of Jewish female dancing comedy. Early performances by Fanny Brice, Sophie Tucker, and Betty Boop act as protofeminist precursors to today’s Sexy Jewess. That legacy extends across the stage careers of Barbra Streisand, Bette Midler, Gilda Radner, and Madeline Kahn a half century later to frame the funny girl body and how she becomes sexy or not through dancing joke-work (chapter 2). I then move through the end of the twentieth and beginning of the twenty-first centuries to articulate the social and self-critical ironies of a postfeminist, postassimilationist turn and what it has meant for Jewish comics Sandra Bernhard, Sarah Silverman, and Broad City’s writers and costars Abbi Jacobson and Ilana Glazer (chapter 3). Making links between humor and horror genres, I next discuss the terms of Jewish female representation in a mainstream ballet movie reserved for white looks: Natalie Portman in Black Swan, but also Mila Kunis and Winona Ryder in accompanying ballet roles (chapter 4). Here I argue that the swan sin of lesbian sex sells the film even as the sexual deviance dramatized throughout the film works to domesticate its featured Jewish female monsters. I then shift from mainstream film to the adult film industry to discuss the performance of sex outright as punk-porn princess and director Joanna Angel stars in the parody porn films she also directs (chapter 5). In the conclusion, I return to large frameworks of the postfeminist, postassimilatory contemporary period to synthesize the multisited study of the Sexy Jewess, while also underscoring the liberatory potential of dancing joke-work beyond the Jewish female “case.” Drawing together multiple genres of performance executed by celebrity and lesser-known female players, the book aims for a wide reach of representational culture.

Throughout the book, an emphasis on the use of face in performance adds bodily specificity to the embodied maneuvers undertaken by performers. From burlesque stage to silver screen, these maneuvers start from the neck up. It is the face and its heightened expressivity that most notoriously identify the Jewish woman in America. Taking on this representational dilemma, my agenda goes straight for the nose. But in moving right toward her, my writerly punch doesn’t mean to knock her out. Instead, by rendering more visible the very thing Jewish American women have aimed either to change or explain, I repair the nose’s place in female performance history and its contributions to Jewish dance scholarship, as a kind of reverse rhinoplastic project and a recuperative social surgery.

Where these intentions mean to empower readers with a sense of their own misfit power, recentralization of the Jewish female nose is less than comfortable. In fact, it raises significant anxieties about the ways Jewish women see themselves and may wish to be seen. Even more, the Jewish nose lives at the center of a contemporary paradox, in which the funny face and the body that hosts it remain the uncertain subjects of Jewish female joke-work and identity performance. As the Sexy Jewess tropology takes shape across ensuing book chapters, I keep track of talk and dance that highlight the nose as core to ideas about Jewish female corporeality and its expressive confessions.

EXPRESSIVE CONFESSIONS OF A “FACE LIKE THAT”

My own face issues? I am eight years old at drama camp. We’re all on stage, lined up to audition one by one. I’m anxious, short and sweating. I can feel my neck swell up. I get to the front and open my mouth, and the director, who is also our accompanist, starts to laugh. Uncontrollably. She can’t stop and has to keep playing the opening chords over and over, apologizing. I had practiced that thing for days. “Look at me, I’m Sandra Dee / Lousy with virginity,” I sang in my room, imagining the whiter world of the movie-musical, Grease, doubling as my fantasy high school. Downstage alone, I start to sing, and the director’s laughing so hard, she’s snorting. She’s snorting through the nose she always said used to look just like mine. I was the exact image of her life before the nose job and the comic relief of the show, she told me then and over the next several years at drama camp.

And so I learned to be funny, queering all the parts like a good little Jewish girl should. I was cast instead as Jan, the “Pink Lady” who was too into her Twinkies and dessert wine to care about the Greaser Boys. The next summer, I was the Yiddish-inflected nun who was always a klutz in our majority-Jewish West LA revision of The Sound of Music. I got my big break at twelve in our production of Damn Yankees as Lola the vamp, but instead of playing it straight, I was coached in the ways of wayward Jewish stage women before me who couldn’t dance without tripping over a mismanaged rose or fallen garter belt. By age thirteen I was butching up an Italian inflection of my typical Jewish caricature “isms” to play the caboose train in a staged version of The Little Engine That Could. Penning a heart-wrapped MOM on my arm with eyeliner borrowed from a friend’s caboodle, the unfeminine was a practiced role in my repertoire, a public imperative of my funny face and the funnier ways it would make me move.

My forays into a funny face performance tradition are personal evidence of a contradictory corporeal scheme for Jewish female performers. Our excessively expressive faces, heralded as exceptionally good (hilarious, expressive) or bad (haggish, distracting), counteract bodies deemed otherwise appropriate, normal, and acceptably white. Such issues no doubt reflect those that caused early modern dance choreographers Doris Humphrey and Charles Weidman to celebrate an auditioning Jewish dancer’s technical abilities and expressive emotional capacity but wonder “what to do with a face like that.”8

My own recollections of unmet childhood aspirations to play serious roles and a slew of similar experiences in modern dance ever since personalize my academic interests in a broader funny face and its attending Jewish issues. “Face issues,” as one colleague diagnosed them, offered a probing framework for thinking through representations of Jewish women as overly emotional, insatiably wanting, and famously inappropriate.9 Like some kind of hysterical bodily condition that affects the body above and below the neck, the Jewish face raises questions of performer agency or lack thereof that thread throughout this book.

I thus introduce this conflation of face issues that collapses the space between deliberate and unintentional impact. Observing this phenomenon across a spectrum of Jewish female performances, I theorize the expressive, excessive Jewish female face and its funny dancing accompaniment: the body moving beneath it. To sever bodies at the neck is to catalog the character of a face as part of a Jewish female body in often self-parodied need of constant fixing. Such a face is both figural and figurative in this regard. It is of the body and also somehow detached from it. It mixes messages in serious and spoof roles, performing all the while as if on its own terms.

Foregrounding the face, I build on Sherill Dodds’s concept of the “choreographic interface,” whereby a facial expression “acts as a site of meaning-construction.”10 The concept helps explain how the face enters into choreographic relationship with other dancing faces and also attends to the relationship between one’s own face and body as a site of critical commentary. Finding that too little attention has been paid to the face in studies of contemporary dance, Dodds advocates for research on its coded aesthetic and social values across diverse dance practices, including neoburlesque striptease, hip-hop, and screendance.11 Where my own face issues guide me to comic Jewish female performance traditions that inform it consciously and not, I take on Dodds’s call for further thought on the contextualization of reflexive, dialogical facial plays as indicative of larger cultural cues.

As performers direct attention to their faces at key moments of larger bodily comments, they work to configure and reconfigure the whole body and its strategies of self-display. Along with the nose, they highlight other body parts in just as awkward a dissection of their physical figures. Presenting their appearances as a spectacle of excesses, performers display in different ways their boobs, butts, legs, lips, and self-described phallic necks, picking at their bodies as if to take them apart. Such dramatization of bodily fragments serves up the body’s juiciest Jewess parts while enacting self-imposed horrors of gruesome disfigurement.12 This is funny (chapters 1, 2, 3, and 5) or deliberately not (chapter 4), but reveals a certain representational deconstruction. In attending to the ways performers deconstruct the body through verbal and physical joke-work through directing audience attention to their noncohesive, slippery, in-between, inappropriate, impolite, contradictory, or otherwise offensive bodies, it becomes possible to magnify multiple social meanings and stereotypes. The aim of minding faces and other bodily fragments is finally to reassemble a bodily whole for Jewish women as more complex than any sum of their physical parts.

LOOKING TO MOVEMENT

The stigma of a Jewish face overlays a looks-based problem with a movement-based one. Historically speaking, as Jewish dancers became white through various bodily techniques of de-ethnicization, from plastic surgeries to ballet training, a “white nose” came to signify shifting allegiances to American standards of beauty. Such bodily concerns reflect gendered resonances of a long-standing racial culture of Jews in America. As pointed out by Jewish studies scholar Eric L. Goldstein, since the nineteenth century, feeling themselves to be an integral part of American society, Jews have adopted American ways with zeal. Since their immigrant beginnings, “they have changed their habits of dress, their language, their dietary and leisure practices, and even their mode of worship to conform to American styles” even in the face of discriminatory social practices by status-conscious non-Jews.13 This malleability of American Jews marks its own history of marginalization, as American Jews have sought definitions of Jewishness that would not interfere with their whiteness.14 It is Goldstein’s central point that for an assimilatory century Jews have championed Americanization, even though it has come with the price of sustained anti-Jewish sentiment.

But how has the Jewish female body been a unique site of marginalization throughout a process of assimilation, and what does that mean for a study of performance? In my emphasis on these subjects, I build on a growing movement in scholarship concerned with race, gender, and Jewishness as they relate to dance and performance. Like dance studies at large, Jewish dance studies is a small and mighty field, growing from its roots in artist and company biographies as well as histories of cultural dance traditions to engage with revisionist histories and critical theory. Jewish participation in modern dance has received the most scholarly attention, clarifying the presence of Jewish identity within concert dance histories as well as opening space for the conversation to expand.15 Of particular note among these studies is Rebecca Rossen’s Dancing Jewish: Jewish Identity in American Modern and Postmodern Dance. Charting a history of Jewish concert dance choreographers across the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, Rossen introduces the unique potential of dance to tell the story of modern Jewish America. As Jews navigated coexisting poles of tradition and change that reflected shifting public desires for dance, Rossen writes that largely secular Jewish dancers have been “acrobats” of both particularity and assimilatory aesthetics, as if on a tightrope of contrasts.16 The balancing act helps frame the relationship between dancers and their audiences, as well as the “dynamic positioning” that Rossen attributes to the American Jews who have negotiated changing race and class identities over time.17

Linking a study of Jewish American identity to concert dance practices, Rossen asks the provocative question, “Can dance act like plastic surgery?” In what ways can dance technique and performance transform bodies from marked to unmarked, ethnic to white?18 The question itself exposes the ways Jewishness is able to read differently on the body, depending on what it is doing, when, where, and how, even as it would seem to still speak for dancers whose looks can pass as white. In this way Rossen’s comparison of dance to aesthetic surgery reveals the key triangulation of Jewishness, femininity, and assimilation as it relates to the body. As Jewish dancers in the first half of the twentieth century became white folks through dancerly techniques of de-ethnicization, as implied by Rossen’s rhetorical question, they reveled in being seen for the first time as acceptable women of the main stage.

While the body can be trained, however, the face cannot, or at least can only be less so. Competing cultural perceptions of concert dance and cosmetic alteration complicate the potential of dance as a transformative endeavor. One signifies the value assigned to training, while the other signals vanity or shame. Taking on Rossen’s question, I extend the concept of dance as bodily alteration beyond the concert stage. Through analysis of performances that lean on impersonations of self and Other, this book aims to push the field of Jewish dance studies into diverse realms of embodied performance such as neoburlesque, stand-up, and pornography, where the social and ideological premises of participation often complicate a traditional relationship between audience and performer. My objective in this regard is to theorize how various experiments in performing identity morph differently across race and class lines through humor about sexiness, as expressed through a range of performance genres not generally theorized through Jewish lenses, if at all.

THE CORPOREAL TURN FOR NEW JEWISH STUDIES

This book’s focus on Jewish American identity and the body extends from dance-centric texts such as Rossen’s and from texts that participate in what Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett has called the “Corporeal Turn” in new Jewish cultural studies. In her estimation, and in contrast to the reception in dance readership, the emergent discourse dealing with corporeality has provoked anxiety among those still heavily invested in Jews as a disembodied “People of the Book.”19 But as Kirshenblatt-Gimblett argues, “the Book” creates an empty space that dismisses the body and bodily processes, as outlined in much of the scripture. In People of the Body: Jews and Judaism from an Embodied Perspective, Howard Eilberg-Schwartz aims to deconstruct this doctrine of the bookish Jew as part of a modernizing strategy since the late eighteenth century that sought to transcend the body. As he explains, Jewish religious texts dealing with bodily emissions, circumcision, defecation, urination, and sexual intercourse have evoked shame for Jews ever since they joined European intellectual life. A self-conscious Jewish concern with enlightenment, whether religious or cultural, has perpetuated the idea of the Jew as weakly, “bookishly” male. Such images of the male Jew have effeminized him and also kept him at the center of Jewish studies discourse. By focusing on female bodies in performance as uniquely sexy about their funniness and vice versa, this book disentangles portrayals of the Jewish woman from even more ubiquitous portrayals of womanly Jewish men.

What has been criticized as a feminizing turn toward corporeality directly contends with this effeminate image of the bookish male Jew. A study of Jewish femininity in relation to the body necessarily extends this tension, even as it rarely mentions men.20 As for any perceived departure of a study of the body from a study of text, I join Kirshenblatt-Gimblett who argues that readings of gender and sexuality strengthen textuality by including the body as text. This fundamental possibility of reading the body, she says, assists a critical turn toward the study of women too long left out of Jewish studies.21

In this sense, the book highlights female performers and the stereotypes they mock, modify, and mobilize. In shifting toward the corporeal and toward femininity, I lean on the work of those who have sought to underscore a refeminization of Jewish cultural studies and discussion of identity performance through performance. In this way, I continue in this book a significant thread of revisionist Jewish studies discourse that has worked to foreground discussions of gender. In doing so, I join a movement in scholarship to push back against the full discursive occupation with the womanly but male Jew, who has for too long stood in metonymically for the feminization of Judaism as a whole.22 But even while foregrounding gender, critical theorization of Jewish effeminacy has still tended to displace the Jewish woman to such a degree that, as Ann Pellegrini so provocatively suggests, all Jews are womanly, but no women are Jews.23 The collapse of Jewish masculinity into abject femininity has often erased women theoretically and actually.24 Pellegrini’s provocation guides the central premise of a study on women through the Sexy Jewess construction and guides my analysis of female performance practices in concrete and symbolic terms.

This is a book about representations that develop and evolve in collaboration with shifting discourses and formats. And yet it is a reiterative history, a way of looking at race and gender and expressions of sexuality that, while moving forward, always double back. To look at constructions and reconstructions of race, gender, and sexuality is to understand something about the performance of identity. While self-representation changes in relationship to the forces that contain it, there is more to say about the way it works and the way physical humor and dancing joke-work let certain distinct cultural tensions come boldly to the surface and face off audiences there.

The reiterative impulse of Jewish female joke-work allows women to perform themselves in light of a comic tradition that says she is always already funny, in ways both ha ha and uh oh. When the Jewish woman has appeared in popular culture, she has most often been stereotyped as having excessive desires of mythical proportions, whether for food, fashion, acceptance, or loyalty. Riv-Ellen Prell writes that Jewish male anxiety about assimilatory status scapegoated Jewish women for the bulk of the twentieth century as the reason for an as-yet-incomplete American assimilation. Prell writes that tropes of the ghetto girl, the wife, the mother, and the Jewish American princess appeared in television, film, and literature throughout the postwar period so frequently that, by the 1980s, Jewish female difference had become a widespread emblem of middle-class identity.25 Jewish women became the ultimate symbol of significant economic and ethnoracial shifts for Jewish America. Karen Brodkin adds that as postwar suburbanization made space for middle- and upper-class Jews, new access to race and class assimilation complicated the relationship between Jewishness and femininity in a moment when the privileges of whiteness competed with the limitations of white womanhood. Brodkin recalls more personally, “We all struggled with what it meant to be mainstream, ‘normal’ or white.” She also reflects on what it meant to be a Jewish woman and what being any kind of woman meant in a time and place in which, according to the media, a woman wasn’t a person.26

Scholarship such as Prell’s and Brodkin’s situates the image of the Jewish woman through the second half of the twentieth century and defends the need for yet more contemporary theorization. Their arguments ask us to consider how these questions of Jewishness and gender relate to twenty-first-century popular culture and discourse. While this book takes off from this premise, the prospect of articulating a female-led and expressly feminized “case” of the twenty-first-century Sexy Jewess inevitably approaches its own limits. A focus on bodily femininity risks foregrounding the associations of Jewish womanhood with cultural continuation as the task of its reproductive organs. In a moment when Jewish female performers regularly queer heteronormativity through progressive sexual politics in their respective domains—the increasing refusal of marriage, motherhood, marriage, and appropriateness altogether—they continue to bump up against a cultural logic bent on Jewish futurity. Underlying this Jewish heterosexual or heteronormative impulse is the most ancient of Jewish dicta: more Jews, not fewer. In such a scheme, the Jewish woman, it seems, is always inherently a Jewish mother and a Bubbe in training. In spite of these flaws of an all-female formulation—and more likely because of them—any effort to refeminize Jewish identity construction accompanies loaded questions for American Jews on the role women (refuse to) play in the preservation of culture and tradition.

IDENTITY ACTS AND IMPERSONATIONS

The Case of the Sexy Jewess returns to questions I have asked in performance as well. In Love on Mars (2009), I entered the stage with a song and dance to the Tin Pan Alley tune “Hard Hearted Hannah,” whose lyrics tell of a “vamp of Savannah” and her dangerous ways, killing men by malicious plots she treats as mere accidents. In tap shoes, a tiny blue dress, and a matching umbrella hat, I apologized with arm gestures and facial expressions between each stanza’s confessions of increasingly cruel crimes. Unpacking an armful of potatoes from my suitcase and a few choice pieces of lingerie, I tapped quick small steps in figure eights around my lot. At the instrumental break, I turbo-talked through my worries of late, oversharing my verbal confessions of enhanced autobiographic troubles. I shared my mother’s advice to take a little time off and unfolded clippings of the studies she had sent me on the science of regular rest intervals. I reveled in a dress-up Jewishness that made fun of myself, my mom, and my cultural identity at large. Next, I revealed my delight at discovering the website loveonmars.com, a dating service aimed at “adventcha seekuhs” tired of the same old “tuhrestriality.” I recited my fictive grant proposal to a make-believe Jewish organization run by lesbian philanthropists, the Dorothy and Pearl Rosenblatt Foundation of Interplanetary Women’s Vision’s Abroad. Convincing the committee of the artistic merit of the Sexy Jewess and her strategic embodiment, I win the grant; pack my luggage, flippers, and a mailbox; and head off on my exotic vacation by inflatable boat.

The Yiddish-inflected fantasy of love on Mars was my play on a familiar Jewish funny girl who is always full of hope for romance, but somehow doomed from the start. This piece was my initial answer to the range of sexy shows by Jewish women I was watching and writing about, and it became a precursor to several performances I staged as part of the research for this book, grouped together under the banner of “blueface” performance scores. To describe my addition to a long history of identity drag (i.e., Jewface, blackface, yellowface, redface), I used the term “blueface” as a reference to the Jewface impersonations I observed and responded to in performance. Performances allowed me to raise questions of the research in real time with an audience.

Over time, my blueface scores ditched the accent and the dress, trading tap shoes for blue high tops and adding plastic glasses that covered my face like a half mask to transition away from the female romantic and morph toward a less certain fate. The movement often became grotesque and robotic, repeating certain images until they amassed a kind of violence implied by their exaggeration. Morphing through comic personages and manipulating their possible effects, I experimented with shifting the bodily, gestural, and facial significances through their reference and hyperarticulation.27 My point was to see how my own embodiment of Jewface performance tropes could get me closer to a bodily definition of what they are and how they move. I wanted to test how dancing “Jewishly,” somehow impersonating Jewishness, was an act to be put on and taken off the body, and the face too. Such choreographic research complemented my historical and ethnographic investigation of contemporary Jewish American identity performance and its histories of race and gender parody. By the time I performed a version of blueface in 2016 for neoburlesquer Zoe Ziegfeld in the living room of my colleague’s New York apartment for a class of my students, I was touched when Zoe commented that she saw all of her ancestors in my act. Blueface had become a way to access the past and comment on it at the same time.

This improvisatory performance practice helped uncover and enact a history of Jewish identity performance and race impersonation and track its American roots in turn-of-the-twentieth-century performance history. The scholarship on the subject tends to be most interested in the degree to which the practice is more sympathetic or exploitative. Jewish studies scholars such as Irving Howe and Michael Alexander defend the tradition of Jewish blackface as having provided foundational avenues through which Jews Americanized themselves in relation to blackness from the position of similar nonbelonging.28 Other scholars such as Michael Rogin and Eric Lott align more closely with arguments in critical race and whiteness studies that insist upon cultures of identification predicated on a structure of exploitation.29 While the first camp tends to find blackface a sympathetic position, a way of being in positive relation to blackness, the second argues that it enacted social dramas of distance and desire that further separated Jews from blackness. Both arguments may help explain assimilatory practices in the early part of the twentieth century. And yet the debate in the scholarship has largely focused on male performers and their representative ties to whiteness or blackness.

The critical addition of women to the discourse on Jewish blackface has opened up avenues for the intersection of race and gender at the turn of the century and its foundation for the joke-work of generations that followed.
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