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FORWARD, SEPTEMBER 21, 1990 

Forgetting Jerusalem 
Continued from Page 9 
ity and made the new one notice· 
ably heavier." The lines of Mr. 
Sinclair's political map remain in­
determinate, although on the sur­
face the symbolism may seen 
heavy-handed. 

Puns and other wordplays are 
essential to Sinclair's ingenious 
writing. The pun itself contains a 
double aspect, masquerading a su­
perficial form that conceals hid­
den features. On the level of style, 
then, puns are the "cosmetic 
effects" that dress up the novel 
and disguise its far-flung plot. 
Caught in "the shadowland of 
words," as Jonah was trapped in 
the belly of a whale, the narrator 
battles his way through language. 
For example, he tells the tale of his 
wife's great-aunt : "Hitherto she 
had been known as Balla's Bella. 
Now the wags called her 
Marinetti's marionette. The 
liaison ended abruptly and Bella 
migrated to Paris where she dal­
lied with Dali, was more earnest 
with HemirJgway and Ernst, posed 
for Picasso, and wore greasepaint 
for Luis Bunuel." This aunt later 
confesses that she has also been 
called "Bunuel's bunuelo-Bunuel's 

doughnut." 
But the decisive instrument of 

deception in "Cosmetic Effects" is 
not wit. The pen, one used to say, is 
mightier than the sword. In Mr. 
Sinclair's novel, pens gain actual 
potency in a sense that defeats the 
epithet. Jonah twice receives the 
gift of a pen that is wired to act as 
detonator for a fatal explosion. 

Writing has been exiled, and not 
merely by cinematic competition; 
political goals intervene and over· 
turn literary aspirations. The pen 
as weapon becomes an apt symbol 
of art that is the tool of ideological 
warfare. Mr. Sinclair toys with the 
hazards of engaged literature, 
tenuously keeping his distance by 
turning this genre into one among 
several themes. Although 
"Cosmetic Effects" shows that the 
pen is no longer mightier than the 
sword, it effectively prods us to en­
tertain the repressed thoughts 
that haunt modern Jewish life. Mr. 
Sinclair's book intimates that no 
puns, cosmetics, or special effects 
can deny center stage to unsettling 
realities. 

Mr. Frieden is a professor of compa· 
rative literature at Emory Uni­
versity. 


