
I explore the intersection between pedigree and fiction, lineage and writing 
in Chapter 3; but a solitary signature on an academic book is also a kind of 
fiction, more so in this case than most. This book shifted in its configura-
tion and even its authorship over the many years of its writing and has mul-
tiple origins and lines of descent. One way it began is through a 2006 grant 
from the Posen Foundation to develop a course on secular Jewish culture, 
“Secularization and Sexuality in Haskalah Literature,” that was certainly a 
major impetus for this book. I thank Felix Posen and the foundation for 
that encouragement and the students from the Graduate Theological Union 
(GTU) and University of California, Berkeley (UCB), who taught me so 
much in various iterations of that class. A 2009 conference on “Sex and the 
Shtetl” emerged from that course (ChaeRan Freeze generously allowed us to 
steal that title and gave a riveting talk). Zehavit Stern brought a Yiddish film 
series and live performance to Berkeley for the occasion, making this the 
best conference any of us had ever experienced.

If it were not already clear that this book has multiple “parents,” at one 
point it was a collaborative project: A Hadassah-Brandeis Institute grant in 
2007 supported Zehavit Stern and me as we began research for the book, 
and Zehavit’s fingerprints (that is to say, her academic rigor, broad knowl-
edge, and intellectual creativity) are throughout the finished product. While 
our work together did not outlive Zehavit’s graduation, our friendship did, 
and I was grateful to be invited last year to deliver the David Patterson 
lecture at Oxford University, “Tevye’s Dream,” and even more so, to spend 
time with Zehavit, her partner, Riki Ophir (another brilliant graduate of 
the Joint Doctoral Program at GTU and UCB), and their sweet family.

In 2008–9, I spent a sabbatical year working on the book with the gener-
ous support of an American Council of Learned Societies sabbatical grant. 
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