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SchmutZSandwich Anyone?

Heeb’s Storytelling Collection Offers a Dose of Gross-Out Humor

SEX, DRUGS & GEFILTE FISH: THE
HEEB STORYTELLING COLLECTION
Edited by Shana Liebman
Grand Central Publishing, 288 pages,
$13.99.

By Susan Comninos

he quest to be cool: Didn'titend
with high school? Not according
to “Sex, Drugs & Gefilte Fish,” a
new personal essay series com
piled by Shana Liebman, who's an edi
tor for Heeb, a magazine for and about
Jews. Some of the essays treat serious
themes, with the requisite irreverence
implied by the book’s title. But most
feel stuck in adolescence. Forget sur
vival of the tribe. Here, questions like,
“Can | party like a porn star?” hold sway.

Still, the book has its, um, head in
the right place. For the sake of science,
it sniffs and slinks through worlds
unknown to our parents — well, except
the swingers, the stoners and the hero-
in punks (sorry, Lou Reed) — and asks,
“What if | lived solely for myself?” As a
result, it falls to the far side of obnoxious
on the funked-up Richter scale.

Maybe that’s because the essays began
as confessions made before a live audi-
ence — as part of Heeb’s urban ste
rytelling series — and so they share a
melodramatic bent. Many of them self-
in ate, boost the trivial to heights of
importance and fall into troughs of

whiny despair.

So what's wrong with that? Or, more
precisely, what's unfamiliar? Despite
Heeb’s self-concept (It's hip and louche!
It speaks to post-af liated Jews!) the
book gives off a whiff of the past. (Let's
face it: Something retro is at work when
adults stay in thrall to their teenage fan-
tasies.) As a result, reading it feels like
watching an old-time version of our -
selves — Rodney Danger eld, say,
shvitzing before a stand-up mic — even
as we eavesdrop on our own 13-year-
old brains. It's so mortifying and famil-
iar that it's hard to look away.

If you like gross-out comedy, you'll
love essays ranging in xation from
semen to pork dildos to offering a rab-
bi a schmutz sandwich (that last one
was downright disturbing). If you don't,
you may ask: What purpose can a book
like this serve? Contributor A.J. Jacobs
ponders this in a foreword, as he seeks
to de ne the collection’s Zeitgeist.
“[T]here should be a word for this phe-
nomenon,” he muses, for “the pleasure
you derive from your own humiliation,
pain and foibles, fueled mostly by the
knowledge that you'll get mileage out
of it later.”

The word is “masochism.” Nope,
he insists. Why not? Because in these
essays, he explains, “There’s often a
moral.” Jonathan Kesselman's, for one,
details “how he takes meds for his crip-
pling OCD [obsessive-compulsive disor

der], but that means he can't ejaculate
(retarded ejaculation is the medical
term).” Jacobs natters on, adding, “His
lesson: Freedom comes with costs.”

Well, maybe. But such oversharing
brings to mind the time that Madonna
urged David Letterman, along with his
late-night audience, to pee in the show-
er because it's good for the feet. “Get
yourself some Desenex,” he groaned.

So who's to say, besides the Federal
Communications Commission, what's
t for mass broadcast? Still— and may-
be it's just my generational hangup (did
Xrun short on the exhibition gene?) —
I'm left to ask: How is total self-revela-
tion before strangers necessarily funny?

That's not to say that a few of these
essays aren't howl-worthy: among
them, D.C. Benny’s tale of hanging
with the divorced uncle of his sex-ther-
apist wife, a black man who's fond of
racial conspiracy theories and inappro-
priate small talk. (*You look like you
a Mexican, maybe a redbone, or one
of them Sepharticus Jewish slaves that
wandered in the desert.”)

But their humor lies in pointing up
universal absurdities, not in citing the
names of people the authors got freaky
with — including themselves — and
then following that up with a drum roll.

It takes skill to choke comedy from
life’s annoying elements. Lisa Kron does
so when she channels her aged father in
“Leshians at Shul.” Trying to ditch a dull

service, she’s irked to be stopped by her
partner. But Jews, Kron protests, don't
stand on ceremony; instead, they refuse.
“If you said, ‘Please rise’ to a group of
Jews and there was a little old Jewish
man in that group who wasn't able to,”
she says, “you’d hear him announc-
ing loudly, to the group: ‘I can't rise!
Halachic law forbids me to rise! Because
| have a bowel obstruction!”

Somehow that makes me laugh, in a
way that the phrase “other than her mel -
ons, one of the things that Honey was
famous for was her lack of a gag re ex”

can't. Even if it's meant to be epiphany,
not comedy, tales like David J. Rosen’s
“All Eighteen Inches,” about sitting next
to a porn star as she deep-throats a sau
sage on public-access cable, lack the
same comic impact.

Susan Comninos has written for The
Miami Herald, The Christian Science
Monitor and Albany Times Union, and
other publications. Her poetry appeared
recently in the Forward. Her ction is
forthcoming in Quarterly West.

The Doctor Who Had the
Chutzpah To Write Music

A Harvard Graduate Wins His First Award at 78

By Hinda Mandell

etired radiologist Albert
Hurwit knows a thing or two
about success. The Hartford,
Conn., resident — and grand
father of eight — has a pedigree fine
enough to make any mother kvell.

Undergraduate education from
Harvard University? Check.

Medical school degree from Tufts
University? Hurwit's got that, too.

Founder of a radiology practice that
has multiple of ces in the Greater
Hartford area? Done and done.

But according to Hurwit, a humble
man despite his accomplishments, he
has never won an award. And that's why
he was taken aback on a Sunday night
a few months ago, when he received
an unexpected phone call. The man on
the other line told Hurwit, who had just
settled into an evening with his usual
cocktail, that he won the 2009 American
Composer Competition, a biennial
event. And just like that, Hurwit's sym-
phony submission, based on his family’s
story of Old World persecution, separa-
tion and renewal, brought him his rst
award at age 78.

Out of 124 submissions received last
spring, Hurwit clinched the top spot
with “Remembrance,” the third move-
ment of his four-movement Symphony
No. 1.

What's remarkable about Hurwit's win
is that the composer can hardly read or
write music. In fact, before making the
decision to become a doctor, he was
denied enrollment in the music school at
Harvard because he couldn't sight-read.

“l read like a second-year piano stu-
dent,” said Hurwit, who took a few
years of piano lessons as a boy, although
he was quick to add that he’'d rather
have spent the time playing baseball.

Although he has always been passionate
about music, Hurwit recognizes that he
may come across as “the guy who nev-
er studied music and had the chutzpah
to write a symphony.”

But Hurwit's tale of unexpected musi-
cal success is a tribute to the possibili-
ty of pursuing a dream despite unlikely
odds.

Maryland’s Columbia Orchestra,
which oversees the American Composer
Competition, will perform Hurwit's
winning movement December 5. The
orchestra’s judges reviewed the musical
scores without the composers’ names.
The judging panel learned the identi-
ties of the competion’s winner and sev-
en nalists only after they scored the
competition.

The music director of the orchestra,
Jason Love, said that typical winners
of the competition are younger com-
posers who often hold university posi-
tions teaching music.

“It was fascinating to have someone
who had taken a different track,” he
said.

According to Love, Hurwit's entry
stood out because the slow movement
was able to sustain the judges’ inter-
est. More often, composers submit up-
tempo performance pieces in hopes of
impressing the judges.

But it was Hurwit's composition, and
his story, that impressed the judges.

In 1986, Hurwit retired at age 55 from
the radiology practice that he found-
ed, Medical Imaging Center, to pursue
music composition full time. While he
did not begin writing Symphony No. 1
until 2000, Hurwit said he incorporat-
ed into the musical work melodies that
he composed as a teenager.

“Part of the symphony to me is a leg-
acy,” Hurwit said.

That legacy draws on the personal his

Memories: Hurwit, right, wrote his
symphony to reflect the struggles that
his mother’s family, the Milkowitzes
(above c. 1912), endured.

tory from his mother’s family. “Origins,”
the rst movement, recalls the 19th-
century journey that his mother’s fam-
ily, the Milkowitzes, made to Russia
from Prague. The second movement,
“Separation,” focuses on a pogrom
attack against his family in the late
1880s that prompted the family elders
to send the youngsters to America.
“Remembrance,” the third move-
ment, centers on the family’s deep sor-
row at the pending separation. In the
fourth movement, “Arrival,” the young
Milkowitzes set sail for the Promised
Land of the Diaspora, America.

While the bulk of Hurwit's sympho-
ny is situated in the Old Country, the
composer said he has memories that
relate to it from his childhood in the
United States.

“I remember my Aunt Grace telling me
how she took my mom’s hand and ran
into the attic,” Hurwit recalled, refer -
ring to the pogrom that prompted some
members of his family to immigrate to

the United States, leaving others behind.
“In the second movement,” Hurwit
said, “you hear three ascending notes,
which is the elder saying, ‘You must go!
Then the younger ones say, ‘No, no, no.”
In order to write the third movement
of the symphony, Hurwit said he put
himself in the harrowing position of his
ancestors — albeit within a modern con-
text. “The third movement is the searing
sadness of the [tear] in the family. Part
of that was me sitting back here, say-

ing, what if | walked out to my back-
yard with my wife and three married
children. | said, “Your mother and | are
staying here, but you must go, and we'll
never see each other again.’ | hope that
comes out in the music,” Hurwit said.

Hurwit composes in a home study that
is lled with electronic equipment. A
keyboard connects to a computer sys-
tem, which transposes the sounds he
plays on the keyboard into notes on a
line. If Hurwit is out on the town when
he gets a melody in his head, he either
hums the tune into a recorder or takes
a piece of paper and graphs it with dots
that are relative to each other.

It was these musical tendencies that
led Hurwit to apply for acceptance to
Harvard’s music school in the rst place,
but after being denied, “| became a doc-
tor instead,” he explained.

Asked if he sees a connection between
his work in radiology and composition,
Hurwit offered an unequivocal no.

“I nd enormous contrasts,” Hurwit
said. “It [composition] has to come not
from the head — the brain — but the
heart.... Composing music to me, the
basis of it, is un-intellectual.”

As a diagnostician, Hurwit described
himself as the “tyrant of being objec-
tive.” After all, if you blink once at
an inopportune moment, that could
mean trouble for the patient. With
music, however, it's the exact oppo-
site, an experience where the lters are
off and emotion is allowed to color the
experience.

Emotion is exactly what Love
is busy capturing. Rehearsals for
“Remembrance” began on October 19.
And while Love said the movement is
not overwhelmingly technically chal -
lenging, it is musically demanding. The
trick is coaxing out the musical subtle-
ties from the depths of the composition.

Love noted, “That's what musicians
really love.”

For information and tickets, visit www.
Columbiaorchestra.org.

Hinda Mandell is a doctoral stu-
dent in mass communications at
the S.l. Newhouse School of Public
Communications, Syracuse University.
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When a taxi cab pulled up out -
side Max Shneier’s Suffolk Street
Saloon, on Manhattan’s Lower East
Side, at midnight, a few men got
out and walked into the saloon
with revolvers in hand and started
shooting. The customers dove onto
the oor and into corners, try -
ing to avoid the bullets that were
whizzing by; the bullets ended
up in the walls and in beer and

whiskey barrels. When the gun -
men had emptied their revolvers,
they simply walked out, got back
into the taxi and left. A short while
thereafter, the police found the
bodies of Ludlow Street peddler
Samuel Klein and East Broadway
resident Michael Kuliski; both men
had bullets in their heads. The
bodies of the apparently innocent
bystanders were discovered outside
the saloon. It is thought that the
shooting was perpetrated by the
Kid Twist gang.

75 YEARSAGO

IN THE FORWARD

Two men lay dead as a result
of the ongoing war in the kosher
chicken industry, which is well
known to be riddled with corrup -
tion. The two men, Abraham Cohen
and Max Livingstone, both chicken-
ickers from Brooklyn, were lured
to an apartment on Stanton Street
on Manhattan’s Lower East Side
and murdered. In a related incident,
Irving Bernstein, a Bronx poultry
dealer, was shot and badly wound -
ed. He is not expected to survive.
The police say that these murders
are related to the 1914 murder of

poultry dealer Barnet Baff and

are only a prelude to a larger and
bloodier war in the kosher chicken
trade, something that has waxed
and waned over the past 20 years.
Joseph Cohen, a poultry dealer who
was convicted of Baff's murder and
released on bail, was shot to death
in his home two years ago. The pair
murdered on Stanton Street yester -
day were widely believed to have
murdered Cohen.

50 YEARSAGO

IN THE FORWARD

Eighty million Arabs, from

Casablanca to the Persian Gulf,
will declare war on Israel if the
current United Nations Assembly
does not do something to solve
the problem of the Palestinian
refugees. So said Ahmad Shukeiri,
the Saudi Arabian delegate to the
U.N., in a bitter, two-hour-long
speech in which he described the
terrible conditions the refugees
endure. He laid the entire blame
on the State of Israel. Shukeiri,
formerly Syria’'s U.N. delegate,
also demanded that Israel be
removed from the U.N. entirely,
due to the U.N!s refusal to deal
with the refugee issue.



