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Feedback from meetings on Fri July 15th, Wed July 20th, Thur July 21st and Wed July 27th  

Choosing books for the Berlin Groups is always  challenging. However, the annual Man 

Booker Prize Winner is usually a shoe-in. But a book about Jews and Jewishness, and one 

which laughs at Jews as much as with them: how would that work in a country laden with 

guilt and grief about what anti-Semitism can lead to?  I had some reservations, and they 

were in general justified. A book that Jews and non-Jews alike in Britain, the United States 

and elsewhere have evidently found funny as well as insightful, touches raw nerves in 

Germany where – unlike Britain, the USA or France as examples - there are almost no Jews 

prominent in social, political or cultural life. My doubts concerned above all readers who 

learned from their parents about the horrors of the 1930s and ’40s. Would they appreciate 

Jacobson’s irreverent and self-mocking approach and humour? Would it be a taboo too far in 

Berlin? – Jan Bild   

 

Jewish identity - what does it mean, how does it feel, how are Jews perceived today?  The 

Finkler Question confronts the reader with uncomfortable questions and difficult issues. 

Jewishness is a quality that resists definition. Is it about race, about religion, about a sense 

of cultural identity or background? Some or all of the above? Some Jews are uncomfortable 

that their Jewishness is thought to bind them to all other Jews irrespective of colour, creed 

or character. And, in recent years, various British Jews, critical of Israel’s actions towards the 

Palestinians, have formed themselves into ‘not-in-my-Jewish-name’ splinter groups - in 

effect, groups that group together to assert their refusal to be grouped.  It is no surprise 

that Howard Jacobson - a Jewish writer able to recognise the humour in almost any situation 

- should make it a theme of his latest novel. The Finkler Question is the first comic novel to 

have won the Man Booker for many years. 

Jacobson’s blend of comedy and tragedy is probably the only way to tackle such a delicate 

topic. Only a Jewish writer would be brave enough to do so. And many Germans in our 

groups had difficulty relating to or understanding Jacobson’s humour. He is poking fun at 

Jews some of the time and that is more or less forbidden in German culture. The horror of 

the past, that Jewish culture was virtually obliterated here, means that Jewish humour is not 

familiar. 

 Jews are gradually moving back to Germany but still make up a very small part of the 

population. Woody Allen has had an impact  but his particular Jewish style of humour 

doesn’t come naturally. Of course, on the part of all non-Jews, there is a reluctance to say 

what they think about Jewish concerns and what Tyler refers to as their "self-



preoccupation". ("Finklers" are described as notoriously "touchy".)  Though Jewishness 

cannot be examined in a test-tube or explained in a textbook, even without knowing 

precisely what it is, every Jew is conscious of a hard-to-define sense of belonging to 

something (or somewhere) that doesn’t quite belong to the mainstream of society. Many 

non-Jews – though with some reservations – admire or even envy what they perceive as 

positive Jewish attributes: intelligence, creativity, drive and an intellectual heritage.  The 

suffering and melancholy are offset by a self-deprecating wit and humour, which can also be 

very attractive.   

The main character in The Finkler Question is the non-Jewish Julian Treslove, a failed former 

BBC arts producer, veteran of many  unsuccessful relationships. Treslove is a “way in” for 

the non-Jewish reader. He’s a man who can be mistaken for Brad Pitt and Colin Firth. A kind 

of handsome Everyman. He earns his living as a celebrity lookalike.  Jacobson uses him as an 

outsider, as someone trying to “get” Jewishness. He wants to be part of something vast and 

ancient, something abounding and intense, something tragic. He wants to be Jewish. The 

narrative details his love affair with and obsessive inquiry into what Jewishness means – 

politically, socially, economically, romantically, intellectually, emotionally, culturally, 

musically and so on. 

This is not a matter of conversion to Judaism. Treslove is not a man for religious doctrine. 

Treslove is a desperately lonely man. His closest friends are Sam Finkler, a former 

schoolmate, and Libor Sevcik, their former teacher. Finkler, a popular and commercial 

philosopher and broadcaster, and Libor, a former showbusiness journalist, both have 

succeeded in their chosen professions. Both have been recently widowed. Both are Jews. 

Treslove uses the word "Finkler" to mean "Jew" – hence the title of the book comes to mean 

"The Jewish Question". Finkler is an Israel-hater and joins a group of celebrity Jews called 

Ashamed Jews. Libor is pro-Israel. 

Libor is a Czech, aged 90, who remains besotted with Malkie, his wife of many years, a 

pianist who died at the age of 80. He keeps her memory so alive as almost to imagine her 

still living with him in his Regent’s Park flat. Finkler, by contrast, suppresses his grief at the 

loss of his wife, Tyler. She has been snatched away by cancer. Libor is a romantic, broadly 

cultured, emotional and essentially an integrated European Jew. Finkler is lustful, narrow, 

arrogant, ambitious and, like Jacobson, born and bred in Britain. 

Treslove is always falling in love. But his ideal would be to have a woman die in his arms! At 

the start of any relationship with a woman, he immediately pictures its poignant end: the 

woman carried off by disease or fate, accompanied by the music of Verdi or Puccini.  It is no 

wonder that none of his relationships have worked out. His affair with Tyler is also a 

disaster. Is he attracted to her just because she is Finkler’s wife, and because she is Jewish?  

She has studiously learned the practices of the faith. She has so completely taken on the 

role of a certain sort of Jewish wife that, when he sleeps with her, Treslove is staggered and 



disappointed to discover her secret - that she is not Jewish. And the tragic irony is that she is 

dying, though not necessarily in his arms.   When Treslove finally has the chance of a full-

blooded relationship with the earthy Jewish- mother type Hephzibah; he even messes this 

up.  Being mugged in the street by a woman has had a profound effect on him. He thinks the 

mugger has said  “You Jew” to him. The mugger’s motive appears to have been anti-Semitic, 

a case of mistaken identity. Or was it? Treslove imagines a new meaning to his life.  Has he at 

last found a way of belonging? Could he be Jewish? Moving from curiosity, through 

admiration, to empathy, he deepens his attachment to Finkler and Libor, not to mention 

Hephzibah. But, where Treslove perceives unity, Libor and Finkler are at loggerheads. Over 

Jews. Over Israel. And especially over Jews who loudly criticise Israel. 

 So then: all this Jewishness and not Jewishness is what we are asked as readers to consider- 

in different styles - eloquently, farcically, seriously, mockingly, perceptively, dumbly. For 

some of us this approach worked brilliantly, for others it left them cold or they didn’t bother 

to finish the book. The Finkler Question was one of the hardest books that I have ever 

moderated discussions about. Groups seemed divided - to either love it or to hate it. 

Shocking comments were made sometimes, like “ Let’s be honest about this. Germans are 

still anti- Semitic.”In Germany police still guard all Jewish institutions. We wondered how 

much longer this will be necessary.  

Despite the richness of the humour, if readers don’t find something funny, you can’t make 

them laugh. The characters are not to be taken too seriously, they are either absurd or 

symbols of a certain type of Jewishness. One has to laugh at them or with them. The Finkler 

Question is a serious farce - a satire. If we suspend disbelief and let go, it’s very rewarding 

and entertaining and illuminating.There are many shades of being Jewish, just like there are 

many shades of humanity. Jacobson probably doesn’t know the answer to his own question 

but it is an achievement to ask it in such an amusing way. 

A sample of Jacoson’s merciless satirising of Finkler’s commercial and populist approach to 

philosophy: amongst his best-selling books are Wittgenstein – to help you remember PIN 

numbers and Schopenhauer – to help you with your love life and Hegel – to help you choose 

holidays, all three notably weighty German philosophers. The French are lampooned in The 

Existentialist in the Kitchen.  

Our Comments 

“Jacobson is sometimes called the Jewish Jane Austen or the British Philip Roth. He writes 

such rich comedies of manners. I loved it. It wasn’t an easy read but I was very entertained.”  

“I loved the Jewish humour- it made me laugh on every page. But Jacobson is rather a 

misogynist- like Philip Roth.” 

“The characters are quite bizarre. I liked the topic - Jewish life in England  - as I know so little 

about it. I learnt a lot.” 



“I couldn’t get most of the humour- the characters seemed very strange.” 

“ I haven’t made my mind up yet. Sometimes it was funny but the subject was so heavy and 

I’m not interested in aging men’s problems!”  

“I missed a plot. I occasionally smiled at the beginning but then I got bored and couldn’t be 

bothered to finish.” 

“ I struggled with the whole book. I didn’t get to the end.”  

“ It’s too long - the whole point could have been made in 100 pages. Definitely not my cup of 

tea.” 

“ I found the discussions about Israel and Palestine fascinating. But it was also depressing- 

there is so little hope of a solution.” 

“There was no suspense. None of the characters were going to change. It just didn’t hold my 

interest.” 

“ I thought it was a very interesting book. I liked the different styles of mourning - it seemed 

so realistic that Finkler became obsessed with online poker as a way of coping.” 

“ When one is mourning one is almost afraid of being happy again. Jacobson shows that 

brilliantly.” 

“I could warm only to Libor, not to the other men. He was the most likeable – but his death 

was so sad. He didn’t want to live without his wife.” 

“Treslove is a  kind of German romantic who loves Wagner and Schubert. He is in love with 

tragedy - he doesn’t want to be happy.” 

“Competition is natural in male friendship. They talk about everything except their feelings  - 

sport- especially football, politics, cars etc.” 

“Even a close male friend can be a real rival - especially professionally.” 

“Oh, how dull it was for a long stretch. The story livened up when Treslove met Hephzibah. 

This part was very comic.” 

“ There was nothing to make me want to turn the page. I didn’t like Treslove - he was so self-

centred. I kept thinking- what on earth is this book about?” 

“I knew it was meant to be funny but for me it was too stereotypical.”  

“ I didn’t like the writer’s style. It was very boring.“ 

“The author was overdoing it – it should have been toned down a bit.”  



“ In Germany we have to learn so much about the Holocaust. Of course it is right we never 

forget what happened, but at schools it is such a dominant subject on the curriculum that it 

can have the opposite effect. Students often say they are fed up with hearing about it – it’s 

nothing to do with them.” 

“Jewish identity is a really important issue. But I think this is a really bad novel. Jacobson 

uses characters to ask questions he doesn’t know the answers to himself. His characters are 

unbelievable - just props for his ideas. His writing really bugged me - short staccato 

sentences mixed with rhetorical questions.” 

“ It wasn’t much of a story - it left me extremely cold - everything seemed so artificial -  the 

emperor is truly naked.” 

“At first I liked it – the humorous parts and how he writes about personal loss. But when 

Jacobson turhed to the subject of Ashamed Jews, I thought this part was badly consructed.” 

“It was much easier to talk about Finklers than Jews. But I didn’t get much out of it.” 

“At first I had a bad start and then when I stopped taking the characters seriously I really 

liked it and found it very funny.” 

“ The mugging scene was unconvincing and didn’t explain Treslove’s obsession with Jews.”  

“This novel was too over-the-top for me - too much in the face.” 

“I couldn’t get it - I felt like I’d failed a test. It left me frustrated.”  

“Satire raises questions you can’t raise otherwise. Once I got into the mood of the novel I 

enjoyed it.” 

“I absolutely loved this book. It’s my favourite read in the groups so far.”  

“The humour grabbed me straight away. It started with a bang but then slowed down a 

little. But it was hard to empathise with the characters.”  

“Jacobson’s timing is good. Switching from character to character worked well. All in all I 

enjoyed it even though I’m not British or Jewish.” 

“I started the book three times - it wasn’t the right book at the right time. I often have two 

or three books I’m reading at the same time. Then I listened to the audio version and that 

was fabulous.” 

“This was the toughest book I’ve read in the groups so far. I know it was meant to be 

humorous but I couldn’t always get it. I’ve been to Israel and I’ve met great Jewish people 

but I wasn’t on Jacobson’s wavelength. There was so much in it I didn’t understand. But I’m 

very glad the reading group made me read it. I would never have chosen to otherwise.”  



“It was very funny but a bit intimidating. I know so little about Israeli politics. I felt a bit 

overwhelmed. I would never have picked it up myself.” 

“I didn’t think I’d like it at first but then I did. It was such a good mixture of comedy and 

tragedy.” 

“It highlighted for me the absurdity of the Jewish question. It’s a fascinating topic.”  

“ The female characters are much stronger than the men. I liked that!” 

“ Male friendship can be very competitive. Jacobson makes fun with this but it rang very 

true for me.” 

“ Treslove should never have told Libor about his affair with Tyler. It was a betrayal of the 

friendship and made Libor feel isolated. His long friendship with Finkler and Treslove was 

permanently damaged.”  

“ The blend of tragedy and comedy struck me as very Jewish. “  

“ I still don’t really understand what it means to be Jewish – but The Finkler Question has got 

me thinking about it. Jewish identity seems very complicated “ 

Recommended  

Highly praised by critics, but a very mixed reaction from our groups. There seemed to be no 

middle ground. Readers either liked it very much or loathed it. Naturally The Finkler/ Jewish 

question is a sensitive one in Germany. It’s not a comfortable topic for humour. But this is a 

thought provoking novel. Well worth reading and debating. 

 


