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Literary award recognizes books with Jewish themes

Pictured from left, Yiddish Award winner Helen Mintz and chairman of the jury Edward Trapunski; Scholarship winner Sarah Phillips Casteel with jury member Alain Goldschlager; Jewish
Thought and Culture Award winners Julia Ceet and Amira Bojadzija-Dan on either side of jury member Lesley Simpson. GARY BEECHEY PHOTOS

EDWARD TRAPUNSKI
SPECIALTO THE CJN

The Canadian Jewish Literary Awards re-
cently marked its second year and is now
firmly established as a cornerstone institu-
tion on the Canadian Jewish cultural cal-
endar. It is growing in stature and, in my
view, has become a flagship event for the
Canadian Jewish community.

By recognizing the finest books with
Jewish themes and subjects by Canadian
authors, the awards help us to understand
our collective past, our shared present, and
the world of the future. By building pride
in our creative achievements it keeps the
Jewish community strong and vibrant. It
also increases awareness of the Canadian
Jewish identity in the wider community
and underlines how Jewish subjects have
enriched the country’s literary landscape.

Books recognized by the Canadian Jewish
Literary Awards last year went on to receive
other major awards, including a Governor
General’s Literary Award for My Shoes Are
Killing Me by Robyn Sarah, and a Nation-
al Jewish Book Award in the United States
for Birth, Sex and Abuse: Women's Voices
Under Nazi Rule by Beverley Chalmers.

The Canadian Jewish Literary Awards
are presented in eight categories: fiction,

children and youth fiction, memoir/biog-
raphy, history, Holocaust literature, Yid-
dish, scholarship, and Jewish thought and
culture.

Even in this age of Twitter and Instagram,
Canadian authors are still publishing piles
of books each year steeped with Jewish
content. Choosing the best is not always
an easy task and the challenge is to rec-
ognize only eight books. It is nice to know
that there are still those who will take the
time to savour a good book and will pause
to consider a good idea. This year the Can-
adian Jewish Literary Awards jury — Judith
Ghert, Prof. Alain Goldschlager, Michael
Posner, Lesley Simpson, Andrea Knight,
and me - recognized the accomplish-
ments of a talented young author and an
established scholar whose book summar-
ized a lifetime of thought and insight.

To discover Mystics of Mile End, a first
novel by Sigal Samuel, a new writer with
so much talent and potential is a singular
thrill. It was a thrill for her as well. “I' had so
much fun meeting all the writers in Toron-
to,” she said. “It was a great day spent with
such interesting people.”

At the other end of the spectrum, Can-
adian historian Michael Marrus has been
studying the Holocaust for more than 30
years. His book, Lessons of the Holocaust,

an examination of how historians have
treated the Holocaust and the difficulty of
extracting simple lessons from that singu-
lar and complex catastrophe, won in the
History category. It is a personal story and
is the culmination of his life’s work. “I'm
very glad that I got this book off my chest,”
Marrus told The CJN’s Bill Gladstone.
Literature particularly helps foster a
sense of community, among readers and
subjects, but it also aids in intercultural,
cross-cultural dialogue. Although it re-
mains Canadian in focus, the subject mat-
ter of the Canadian Jewish Literary Awards
transcends borders. In the Scholarship cat-
egory, Carleton University professor, Sarah
Phillips Casteel, won for her book, Calypso
Jews: Jewishness in the Caribbean Literary
Imagination. The book explores how Jews
found sanctuary there since the expulsion
from Spain during the Inquisition and it
remained a refuge through the Holocaust.
“I am so honoured to have been in the
company of such fine writers and schol-
ars,” Casteel said after the awards cere-
mony. “Academic life can be very isolating
and it’s rare for one’s work to receive such
awarm reception, so I am deeply grateful.”
The books set in Canada give us a lens
into our own world and a window into
our history, our current struggles, and

our future aspirations. Howard Akler was
recognized in the biography/memoir cat-
egory for Men of Action. Anne Dublin won
the youth literature prize for 44 Hours or
Strike!, a story about the Dressmakers’
Strike of 1931 on Spadina Avenue in To-
ronto told through the eyes of two Jewish
sisters.

“We writers often work in isolation —
hopefully not in a garret, but still alone
in our thoughts — agonizing over words,
phrases, sentences, chapters, and of
course, the totality of the book,” Dublin
says. “Once in a while, we come up for
air and mingle with readers and lovers of
Jewish books. Such was the CJLA event. To
share my stories with like-minded people
and to hear the presenters and the other
honorees was a mechayah (a pleasure).”

A Family History of Fear, a personal story
by one of the world’s foremost cultural
historians, Agata Tuszynska, who discov-
ers that she is secretly Jewish won in the
Holocaust Literature category; Vilna, My
Vilna, a translation of stories by Abraham
Karpinowitz by Helen Mintz won in the
Yiddish category; and H.G. Adler: Life, Leg-
acy, edited by Julia Creet, Sara Horowitz
and Amira Bojadzija-Dan won for Jewish
Thought and Culture.
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von Konigslow

“The writing is
gorgeous, the
narrative engaging
— how can you not |/
want to read a
book with Harpo
Marx as the heroic

— Carolyn Smart

Death Valley
Susan Perly

“A lush fever
dream of power,
politics, betrayal
and revenge. With
scenes so vivid
and unflinching
and downright

|| bizarre, this novel
‘| gets under your
skin like the desert
sand at its core.”
— Jennifer
LoveGrove
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A Sparrow
Came Down
Resplendent
Stuart Ross

“One of Canada’s

most inventive

and overlooked

poets in fine

form.”

— Winnipeg Free
Press
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Writing...is essential to
any successful society

MP Michael Levitt

It is the scope of the Canadian Jew-
ish Literary Awards subject matter that
strikes you. Books are still the way we
transmit knowledge and culture. The
authors were so articulate when they
talked about their work and their craft,
and they inspire a curious and apprecia-
tive audience.

“Writing, whether creative, scholarly
or journalistic, is essential to any suc-
cessful society,” Michael Levitt, member
of Parliament for York Centre, told the
audience at the awards ceremony.

“What a great batch of books you cele-
brated this year,” said Nora Gold, last
year’s Canadian Jewish Literary Award
fiction winner for Fields of Exile, “and
thank you from all of us book lovers and
writers.”

“My husband and I attended the award
ceremonies today for the first time,” said
awards attendee Jocelyn Cooper. “All the
books seem so worthy and interesting.” m

B3

he book H. G. Adler: Life, Literature,

Legacy is the first collection of essays
in English dedicated to the life and work
of the German-language author.

Among the international scholars of
German, Jewish, and Holocaust litera-
ture and history who reveal the range of
Adler’s legacy across genres are Adler’s
son, Jeremy Adler, and Peter Filkins,
translator of Adler’s trilogy, Panorama
(The Journey).

Together, the essays examine Adler’s
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Jewish thought and culture prize

writing in relation to his life, especially
his memory as a survivor of the Nazi
death camps and his posthumous
recognition for having produced a
Gesamkunstwerk, an esthetic synthesis
of the Shoah. The book carries the moral
charge of Adler’s work, moving beyond
testimony to a complex dialectic be-
tween fact and fiction, exploring Adler’s
experiments with voice and the ethical
work of literary engagement with the
Shoah. m

Biography/memoir winner

fter his father, Saul, undergoes brain

surgery and slips into a coma, How-
ard Akler begins to reflect on Saul’s life,
the complicated texture of consciousness,
and Akler’s struggles with writing and his
own unpredictable mind. With echoes of
Paul Auster’s The Invention of Solitude and
Philip Roth’s Patrimony, Men of Action
treads the line between memoir and
meditation, and is at once elegiac, spare,
and profoundly intimate. m
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Rules:

e Essays must be

Essays will be judged by an independent panel of experts.

Questions? Contact contest@thecjn.ca

*Winners will be notified January 2017. The CJN Prize Awards Ceremony willl be held on

February 22, 2017 at York University in Toronto.
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The CJN Prize

for Young Writers

Are you an accomplished or aspiring writer between
the ages of 18 and 29? Then we want to hear from you!

Enter to win this prize for excellence in Jewish writing.

The first-prize winner will receive $1,800.
Ten runners up will each receive $180.
All winners will be published by the award-winning CJN.

¢ Open to Canadian citizens and residents of Canada
e Participants must be between the ages of 18 and 29

* Written in English and be between 500 and 1,000 words
e An original work on a Jewish theme of your choice
e Submitted by Nov. 30,2016 to contest@thecjn.ca







