Project

 MUSE

LEGENDS OF REBECCA:
IVANHOE, DYNAMIC IDENTIFICATION,
AND THE PORTRAITS OF REBECCA GRATZ

Judith Lewin

Of Walter Scott’s characters, one of the most enigmatic and the one that most
threatens the ideological edifice upon which historical fiction is built is the
figure of the Jewess, Rebecca of York, from the novel Ivanhoe. In the novel,
Rebeccaisahealer; sheisalso beautiful, and her beauty attracts more than one
Christian lover. At the end of the novel, Rebecca and the hero, |vanhoe, do not
marry, to the chagrin of many a reader. Rebecca’s choice to remain with her
father, to go into exile, and never to marry has been one of the main focuses
in the history of thetale’s reception.

Thefull extent of Rebecca s originality and subversive potential isrevealed
when one compares this character to the historical Rebecca Gratz of Philadel-
phia, who, many speculate, inspired thefictional Rebecca. Rebecca Gratz, we
shall see, may have been inspired in turn by Scott’sfictional heroineto explain
(to herself and to others) some of her own life choices by way of the char-
acter’s values and behaviors. This dynamic of identification will be explored
through an analysis of aportrait of Rebecca Gratz that may have been shaped
by her fictional counterpart. Of a series of three portraits of Gratz, painted by
Thomas Sully in 1830-1831, the middle portrait, reputedly of Gratz wear-
ing aturban, was said to have been rejected by her or her family, disowned,
or simply erased. Nevertheless, the painting appears to have survived. Two
different images have been identified as the “missing portrait.” One of them
is widely available, while the second, arguably the more viable candidate,
missing at auction since the 1940s and from print since the 1970s, has been
rediscovered and is restored herein to print.

To arrive at a satisfactory analysis of the portraits, we must first understand
what it meansfor Scott to have put aJJewessin histext. In lvanhoe, Scott cre-
ates a character that troubles traditional oppositions and identification. As a
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Jewess, Rebeccaoffersaparticularly apt demonstration of thetensionsarising
from the opposition between truth and plausibility, concepts | shall explain
further below. Scott’s reflections on the problem of truth and plausibility
evolved in relation to Rebecca and the unfolding of the character’s reception
and influence. She is a literary type, and therefore fictional; she is an ideal
type, and therefore exemplary; being atype and a heroine of romance should
put her beyond the truth—plausibility continuum. Scott nevertheless claims
her as a character to be measured by historical fact, one whose origin, as his
interpreters claimed, is purportedly historical.

Rebecca's characterization reflects the features of Rebecca Gratz of Phila-
delphia, in accordance with the legend of “origins’ that has come to surround
both Rebeccas. Portraits of Gratz, in turn, illuminate how the historical Jewish
woman became shaped by her fictional counterpart in a process of dynamic
identification.

Truth versus Plausibility

Historical fiction’s special features permit exploration of the exchange that
occurs between fiction and history and between characters in books and the
people who read them. Rebecca of 1vanhoe becomes an emblem of historical
fiction’s liminality and brings light to an old debate by unsettling the long-
standing opposition between fiction and history. If the definition of historical
fiction is the inclusion of a real person or event amid fictitious characters
and events, then the genre’s particular energy derives from its desire to retell
history “in order to make a truer story”—not truer to the facts, that is, but
more universal in itsimplications.! Critics contemporary with Scott insisted,
despite the untenability of this demand, that the domains of history and lit-
erature remain categorically separate.? Novelistic plausibility was charged
with amoral function, and the danger was that a so-called historical “truth”
in historical fiction could potentially corrupt readers.® Readers identified with
charactersin novels“because of the characters’ fictiveness and not in spite of
it.”# If history recountsthe “true” story, that story is atypical; if fiction would
exerciseitsmoral function, it draws on its ability to employ types rather than
individuals.®

Scott’s historical fiction, subject to the constraints of both history and
romance—claiming authenticity and truthful representation while at the same
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time invoking conventional tropes to edify, instruct, and engage his reader-
ship—revivesthe passions and prejudices of an earlier age while highlighting
his expertise at negotiating the distance between the “then” of history and the
“now” of hiscontemporary readers. Scott resists defining what istrue and what
is plausible, perhaps realizing that the opposition and purity of the two con-
ceptsisitself a“useful fiction” and that the most creative and dynamic space
isto be found between them. In his preface to Ivanhoe, he writes:

| am conscious that | shall be found . . . faulty in the tone of keeping and
costume, by those who may be disposed rigidly to examine my Tale. . ..
[1t is extremely probable that | may have confused the manners of two or
three centuries. . . . Itismy comfort, that errors of thiskind will escape the
general class of readers.

Targeting his more expert readers as “rigid,” Scott is sure that his so-called
faults, errors, and confusion will go undetected by his general readership.
Elsewhere, Scott defends the blending of historical accuracy and necessary
fiction: “Hethat would please the modern world” must invest historical fiction
with “language and sentiments unknown to the period assigned to his story;
and thus his utmost efforts only attain a sort of composition between the true
and thefictitious.”’

At stake in the claim for Rebecca as asign of historical fiction’s indetermi-
nacy isprecisely the omission of historical time. What makes Rebeccasuch an
appealing character isthat, asamedieval Jewess, she has no known recorded
history for the nineteenth-century reader, and therefore she exists primarily
outside of time.® If Scott’s readership was bound to consider both the “truth”
and the plausibility of Rebecca's character, against what could they measure
her? In measuring her “truth,” readers fell back on preconceived notions
of what a Jewish woman's “historical reality” was, while in measuring her
plausibility, they judged her according to her relative adherence to literary
conventions of and cultural assumptions about the Jewess.® Historical fiction
calls on both processes to occur at once. Overtly, its historical detail attempts
to convince readersthat characters are representations of apre-existing “real”
person rather than of conventional literary types. Covertly, however, fictional
romance conventions hold full sway—providing powerful guidelines, cat-
egories, models, and constraints. The readlity of a historical novel set in the
Middle Agesissomething to which only aspecialist (not Scott’s“ general class
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of readers’) brings prior knowledge. So only readers with an investment in
some other “reality,” against which Rebeccaseemsimplausible, will refutethe
weight of authenticity and truth-value that historical fiction brings to bear.

The genre of historical fiction is a specific instance in which the aesthetics
of both truth and plausibility, facilitated by temporal distance, may be said
to overlap. For example, when Rebecca threatens the villain Bois-Guilbert
that if he persistsin his sexua advances she will jump out of the window of
her tower-prison, we understand this as threatened suicide. Rebecca is not
expected to fly out of the window and land safely on the ground: Truth and
plausibility support the same expectation. In a counterexample, however,
expectations based on “truth” and those based on plausibility are in tension.
Scott’s “genera class of readers’ was frustrated by the story’s end, in which
Rebecca does not marry the hero. Literary convention determinesthe reader’s
expectation that the Jewess convert, marry, and join Christian society (aswith
Shakespeare’s Jessicafrom The Merchant of Venice), not remain celibate and
faithful in exile. Readers’ expectations were not the only ones defied; thereis
evidence from even the earliest dramatic and operati c adaptations of the novel
that playwrights'® and librettists* were also upset, many choosing to rewrite
the resolution. But Scott chooses to construct Rebecca as a romance heroine,
virtuous and chaste, an example worthy of imitation. As such, she partakes of
the rhetoric of uniqueness, “truth,” and exemplarity.

“True,” that is to say, historically accurate Jewesses, Scott suggests with
Rebecca, forgo lovein favor of faith and duty. Whatever Scott’s contemporary
readers might think, it is not as though medieval Jewish women commonly
went around marrying Christians. In a new introduction to his novel written
ten years after its composition, Scott responded to his audience:

The character of the fair Jewess found so much favour in the eyes of some
fair readers, that the writer was censured, because, when arranging the fates
of the characters of the drama, he had not assigned the hand of Wilfred
[lvanhog] to Rebecca, rather than the less interesting Rowena.*2

Scott insists, however, that such readers had misunderstood Rebecca, for
romance convention implies that “a character of a highly virtuous and lofty
stamp is degraded rather than exalted by an attempt to reward virtue with
temporal prosperity.” Moreover, an author of historical fiction must follow
not only the laws of literature, but also the medieval historical “truth.” Aside

181



Judith Lewin

from her virtue, the Jewess Rebeccamay not marry Christian Ivanhoe because
“the prejudices of the age rendered such a union almost impossible.” In one
paragraph, Scott shifts from “Heroines aren’t like that” in literature to “ Jew-
esses couldn’t be like that” in life. An author accused of slighting his Jewish
heroine by withholding the reward of marriage shifts quickly and fluidly
between plausibility and truth.

The Historical “ Original”

In order that Rebecca's refusal to convert, abandon her father, and remain in
England be accepted by Scott’s readership asnew, ideal, and “true” (but none-
theless conforming to the Jewess character and therefore plausible), it helpsto
learn of a historical woman asthe “real” model or inspiration for Rebecca of
the historical novel. Scott positions Rebecca as authentic; she represents the
truth or the “rea” historical Jewish woman (about whom readers ostensibly
know nothing). That isto say, literary anomalies and atypical behaviors may
be explained away by referring to something outside of literature.

The search for Scott’s models commenced very early in the publishing
history of the Waverley Novels, even before “The Author of Waverley” was
publicly known himself. The efforts of Robert Chambersto identify the “real
characters’ (1822)" were followed by those of John Lockhart in his post-
humous biography of Scott, his father-in-law. Lockhart records that Scott’s
friend James Skene, who told him of seeing Jews in Germany in his youth,
suggested that they beintroduced into Scott’s next novel. After the publication
of Ivanhoe, Scott is said to have thanked Skene, saying, “You will find this
book owes not alittle to your German reminiscences.”

An alternative story about the “original” of Scott’s Rebecca began to cir-
culate as early as 1821.% This “origina” was Rebecca Gratz (1781-1869),
an unmarried, well respected, philanthropic, and politically active member
of one of Philadelphia’s elite Jewish families. The historical Gratz founded
three Philadel phia institutions that influenced the shape of American Jewish
society: the Female Hebrew Benevolent Society, the Jewish Foster Home, and
the Hebrew Sunday School. According to legend, New York regionalist writer
Washington Irving, who was Gratz' sfriend, told Scott of hisadmiration for her
when Scott visited him at Abbotsford in 1817. Scott was said to have written
a note to Irving accompanying a gift of the first edition of Ivanhoe, asking,
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“How do you like your Rebecca? Does the Rebecca | have pictured compare
well with the pattern given?’ 16 Although researchers have searched laboriously
for evidence of this note, no one has found it.*”

The search for the origins of Rebecca should help us to understand the
dynamics of identification, or the curious exchange that occurs between
characters in books and people who read them. The connection between the
two Rebeccas hinges on Gratz's never marrying. A historical predecessor in
Rebecca Gratz becomes a means to explain (and justify) the singularity and
originality of the character Rebeccaof York; conversely, Scott's Rebecca, even
during Gratz's lifetime but especially thereafter, becomes a meansto explain,
justify, and contain the historical woman’s life choices.

Consider how Gratz's biography inflected some readers understanding
of the character Rebecca. In 1821, a letter from Rachel Mordecai Lazarus
of Virginia to British author Maria Edgeworth first suggested that Rebecca
Gratz was the inspiration for Rebecca of York. This story circulated oraly
during Gratz's lifetime and appears episodically in print to this day.®® Like
Rebecca of York, Gratz was said to have refused to marry a Christian man
out of devotion to Judaism; thereafter, she remained single. Of Gratz's many
non-Jewish suitors, there are at | east three competing candidates for identifica-
tion asthe“legendary” hero (including Washington Irving himself). The most
viable is Samuel Ewing, aliterary lawyer and son of a Presbyterian minister.
In February of 1801, Gratz accompanied Ewing to a Dancing Assembly, and
gossip spread about their “stormy relationship.” In March, Gratz warned her
confidante, Maria Fenno:

Your heart [can] giveyou thedlip. . . [and] when it has once found aresting
placein another bosom it will not return to yours tho you plead with sighs
andtears. . . . Gain another [heart] before you part with your own . . . don’t
put too much confidence in its present security.

Fenno wroteto her the next year that Ewing was having “ancther fit of hisold
complaint,” meaning that he continued to love her. Ewing sent an essay in praise
of Gratz's merits to her sister. Rebecca's mind, he wrote, was “ discriminating
and correct, expanded by observation and by books—with adisposition formed
tocheer andcharm. . . shewill . . . asawife. . . render anyone happy whose. . .
disposition isnot at war with happiness.”* In 18061807, Gratz wrote aseries
of poemson birch bark inwhich she“traced the emotional turmoil experienced
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by her and an unnamed man whose religion prohibited their marriage” and her
attempt to regain a “heart of ease.” As Gratz biographer Dianne Ashton sug-
gests, “ The poems name no names, but they may have referred to Sam Ewing,
whose Presbyterian faith would have demanded Gratz's conversion before
marriage.”? Although Gratz's two brothers who married both wed non-Jewish
women, it was possible in America for them to remain Jews. Presbyterians,
however, “insisted on marriage between confessing Christians only.” % Just as
marrying a Christian and remaining Jewish was not an option for Rebecca of
York, it was also not an option for Rebecca Gratz.%

Now consider the converse, that is, how Scott’s Rebecca has been used, even
by Gratz herself, to understand and construct the identity of Rebecca Gratz.
InApril of 1820, Gratz wrote enthusiastically to her non-Jewish sister-in-law,
Maria Gist Gratz, “[H]ave you received Ivanhoe? When you read it tell me
what you think of my namesake Rebecca.”* AsAshton recounts, Gratz hoped
her sister-in-law would agree

that the character was not only plausible but also “just such a representa-
tion of agood girl as . .. human nature can reach.” Would her Christian
friends and relatives find it believable that so virtuous a female could be,
and remain, aJew as Rebeccadid inthetale?. . . For Gratz, Scott’s Rebecca
became atest of her friends' opinions about Jews.*

The following year, Gratz received a letter from Baltimore writer Sarah
Ewing Hall (Sam Ewing's sister) complimenting her on the character of
Rebeccain lvanhoe:

Are you not delighted with your sublime namesake in Ivanhoe? . .. If
Miss Edgeworth failed in her good intentions towards you—Walter Scott
has made you ample amends. Ivanhoe is amisnomer; the title should have
been “ The Jewess.” Rebeccais completely the heroine of the tale, the only
beautiful, and by far the most interesting person in the book. So firm, yet
so tender—so heroic, yet so feminine, her character alone would place a
wreath of glory on the brow of its author.

The use of the word “namesake” by both Gratz and Hall may refer merely
to the name shared by Gratz with Rebecca of York—nbut it may also suggest
Gratz's awareness of her status as Rebecca's “original .”
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Maria Edgeworth’s novel Harrington (1817) ends with the Jewess Berenice
Montero discovering that her dead mother was not Jewish after all, allow-
ing her to marry the Christian hero. Following its publication, Edgeworth
began an extensive correspondence debating whether her ending suggested
the ease with which Jews would now beintegrated into British society, where
Jews did not yet have full rights? When Scott’s novel appeared, with its
radically different ending rejecting conversion and intermarriage, the debate
shifted to whether “ such a choice could beredlistic.” Alerted “that Gratz was
the prototype for Rebecca . . . proving the book’s authenticity,” Edgeworth
wrote directly to Gratz, sending her a signed copy of Harrington. The latter
responded, diplomatically contrasting the two works but nevertheless calling
Berenice'smarriage “implausible.” Gratz emphasized that Scott, by means of
the medieval setting, had “ placed hisheroinein situationsto try her faith at the
risk of life,” and, sheasserted, “I . . . believe his picture trueto nature.” This
phrase describes Gratz's personal negotiation between truth and plausibility:
If belief initially suggests a character’s “readlistic” plausibility, being “true to
nature” refersto an ahistorical, transcendent, contentiously essentialist Jewish
“redlity.”

Whether in this complex identification process, involving a“ namesake” that
is “true to nature,” Gratz meant to claim matrilineal-literary precedence—as
an historical woman negotiating with or against afictional representation for
priority—remains unclear. The power of a literary intertext to suggest the
“real” may help us here. As Michael Ragussis has written, when one literary
character precedes anather, the prior representation assumes “the power of the
‘original’ or the ‘real.”” The model can take “temporal priority” if it appears
first chronologically, or “signifying priority” if it leaves the more powerful
impression.® Employing this theory to understand the exchange between the
two Rebeccas underscoresthe circular chronology of the Gratz legend and the
novel. In one scenario, Irving tells Scott about Rebecca Gratz, whom the | atter
uses as hismodel for the Jewess'srefusal to convert and marry: The historical
woman isthe precursor that justifiesthe literary descendant’s“truthful” behav-
ior. In the alternative scenario, Rebecca Gratz reads of “medieval” Rebecca
of York, her precursor, who, “centuries beforehand,” models a behavior that
Gratz identifies with and recognizes as her own, confirming it as “true to
nature.” Each Rebecca—for each—signifies tempora priority and thereby
takes on the power of the original: that of the novel by virtue of its setting in
1194, and Gratz by virtue of having anticipated the novel. Gratz, though the
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elder of the two Rebeccas, suggestsin her use of “true to nature” that her own
life choice not to marry a non-Jew is justified as both viable and plausible
through its portrayal and idealization in the historical novel *

The foregoing exchange between the two Rebeccas inflects our discussion
of the zone between truth and plausibility inhabited by Scott’s novel and char-
acter. If somereadersinvariably protest Rebecca sfate at the end of the book,
othersfindinit at last apositive literary model of adutiful, sacrificially chaste
Jewish woman. There was perhaps no universal agreement that a marriage
between Christian and Jewesswas“implausible” or “[un-]trueto nature,” but,
though Rebecca's actions may be idealized, both Gratz and Scott do wish to
call such amarriage “untrue to history.” As| initially suggested, part of what
enables assertions of both truth and plausibility to coexist in historical fiction
is historical distance, that is, the incommensurability between the fictional
character and verifiable facts (in this case the culture and behavior of medieval
Jewesses). Yet, Rebecca Gratz' s nineteenth-century existencein asense denies
the temporal aspect of this distance. (Of course, Rebecca's time and Gratz's
time circle each other in a complex way.) As we shall see below, historical
contemporaneity displaces the distancing function onto another axis, not time
but space, shifting the focus from the now/then of history to the here/there of
geography. This new displacement in space rather than time takes place by
means of the rhetoric of exoticism and the opposition set up between Europe
and the “East.”

The Curious Turban

A continued exchange between fiction and history—between characters and
readers—creates anexus of allusions and meanings beyond the control of both
Scott and his“original,” Gratz. The weight of literary precedentsinflected by
cultural stereotypes comes to bear on both Rebeccas, subtly linking them yet
again while undermining their potential to be viewed as, in Gratz's phrase,
“just such a representation of a good girl as . .. human nature can reach.”
The hitherto unexplored, undermining link has to do with the significance
and meaning of a certain kind of dress—the turban that appearsin the literary
description of Rebecca of York and in the middle portrait of Rebecca Gratz.
As amarker of foreignness and Jewishness, the turban reveals what kind of
literary conventions and cultural stereotypes continue to operate within the
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hypothetically uninflected historical truth of the story of Rebecca and the
legend of Gratz.

In looking at Scott’s word-portrait of Rebecca of York alongside the paint-
ings of Rebecca Gratz done by Thomas Sully, we will be interested in the
significance of the turban in relation to both Rebeccas. We will consider the
varying conventions for hair covering within both Christian and Jewish com-
munitiesin the medieval England of Ivanhoe, the 1820s Britain of Scott, and
the early America of Rebecca Gratz. Rebecca’s initial appearance in Ivan-
hoe, in which she appears in aturban and elaborate costume, is described as
follows:

Her form was exquisitely symmetrical, and was shewn to advantage by
a sort of Eastern dress, which she wore according to the fashion of the
females of her nation. Her turban of yellow silk suited well with the dark-
ness of her complexion. The brilliancy of her eyes, the superb arch of her
eyebrows, her well-formed aquiline nose, her teeth as white as pearl, and
the profusion of her sable tresses, which, each arranged in its own little
spiral of twisted curls, fell down upon as much of a snow-white neck and
bosom as a simarre of the richest Persian silk, exhibiting flowers in their
natural colours embossed upon a purple ground, permitted to be visible—
all these constituted a combination of loveliness, which yielded not to the
loveliest of the maidens who surrounded her. It istrue, that of the golden
and pearl-studded clasps, which closed her vest from the throat to thewaist,
the three uppermost were left unfastened on account of the heat, which
something enlarged the prospect to which we allude. A diamond necklace,
with pendants of inestimable value, were by this means also made more
conspicuous. Thefeather of an ostrich, fastened in her turban by an agraffe
set with brilliants, was another distinction of the beautiful Jewess.®*

In European tradition, the turban is an iconic shorthand for “East.” As Char-
lotte Jirousek has shown, when Westerners appropriated this extremely codified
marker, its significance was not only muddled, but new layers were added,
including its signification of commerce, travel, status, luxury, and Oriental
exoticism.® However, the turban also has particular meaning in relation to
Jewish women. Diane Owen Hughes has argued that in Italy, in the time of
Shakespeare’s exotic Venice of The Merchant (one of Scott’sinfluences), Chris-
tian laws required both Jewish women and prostitutes to wear a sort of turban,
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inthe form of ayellow band of linen wound round their heads from ear to ear.
A Jewish woman discovered in the street without her yellow marker could be
publicly stripped—the same fate that awaited aprostitute. The lawmakers' idea
was that Jewish women, like their circumcised brothers, must be clearly—and
publicly, if arbitrarily—distinguishable.® In Scott, Rebecca’s |uxurious turban
signifies Jewish difference; moreover, the association with femal e promiscuity
constructs the turban as a sign of sexual availability and impurity.

In considering Scott’s Rebecca, we recognize a longstanding prohibition
against Jewish women displaying their hair, because a woman’s hair is con-
sidered to be ervah (nakedness).* Hair covering, in a Jewish context, thus
indicates sexual unavailability. There has been dispute asto whether thisrule
appliesto both married and unmarried women. The custom generally followed
throughout Jewish history has been that when living in a society where all
women cover their hair, al Jewish women do so, too. Therefore, the unmarried
medieval Saxon Rowena represents the dominant culture in covering her hair
with aveil or snood, and Rebeccafollows suit, covering her hair aswell—but
with a distinguishing turban. That particular headgear functioned as a marker
that applied to all Jewish women, including the unmarried (as both Rebeccas
crucialy are), and singled them out. The underlying assumption of the yellow
turban is that the Jewish woman is always already a sex object, subject to
prohibition, domination, and sexualization.

With the Jewish Enlightenment in Europe commenced the decline in wom-
en’'s hair covering. Hats worn by Jewish married women, even to synagogue,
began to leave some hair in sight.** Moreover, if welook at the way Christian
and Jewish women dressed in Britain in 1819, when Scott was composing his
novel, we find that turbans had been fashionable as “full-dress’” headwear for
nearly twenty years and were often combined with a feather or a brooch.*
Scott’s Jewish contemporaries adamantly maintained no markers of differ-
ence; on the contrary, the Jewish community in Britain acculturated quickly,
“adopting current fashions in dress and persona adornment.”*” Rebecca of
Ivanhoe can thus be read as an exotic Jewess among medieval Saxonsand Nor-
mans, or as an anachronistic 1820 fashion plate in the twelfth century. Sheis
distinguished from her surroundingsin either case, and the special associations
of the turban remain in force.

The decline in Jewish women's head coverings carried over to antebellum
America as well, where fashions for both Christian and Jewish communities
tended to imitate Europe.® The general rule of thumb for both Christians and
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Jewsin Americawasthat one never “stepped out in public without someform
of head covering.”* However, in America as in Britain, head coverings were
no longer used for reasons of modesty or to cover the hair completely. Jewish
women, according to one eye witness, went about “with curled hair and French
finery such asiswaorn by ladies of other religions.”“

In Rebecca Gratz's family, covering one's hair seems to have been more a
matter of social setting or asign of age than arequirement. In Ashton’s biog-
raphy, portraits of Rebecca herself are interleaved with several of her family.
All the men are portrayed hatless and clean-shaven, according to eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century Western conventions, while only Rebecca's mother
and Rebecca herself, as we shall see, appear with partially covered hair.*!
Rebecca's married sister, Frances, is depicted bareheaded. As an unmarried
Jewish woman, Rebecca may have chosen to but was not required to cover
her hair (witness Figure 2, below), and many married Jewish women who,
like Gratz, were considered observant, kept kosher, and attended synagogue
had abandoned the practice of covering all of their hair in public, though not
necessarily that of wearing a hat in synagogue, since this would have been
consistent with Christian practice.*?

If the turban was a marker of fashion for all between 1798 and 1820, by
1830 (in Europe at least) it was passé. In 1837, Balzac used the wearing of
a “Jewish turban” to send up a foolish, self-elected, aging précieuse in his
Lost Illusions, and Charlotte Bronté used it in Jane Eyre (1847) to satirize
the haughty, pompous dowager Lady Ingram.*® In those literary contexts, the
turban signifies being past one's prime and out of place, if not out of fashion;
its appearance mocked the wearer’s fantastic self-aggrandizement. However,
thereisevidencethat in rural America, wearing aturban remained fashionable
for social occasionswell into the 1830s-1840s. An 1835 letter from Rebecca
Gratz to her sister-in-law Mariain Kentucky describes a clothing commission
sent westward from Philadel phia:

Having purchased you agown & Turban | thought you would require acape
to suit awalking dress—and one to make it complete for an evening and so
| exceeded your order by these articles—. . . | hope most sincerely that you
will enjoy health & happiness and wear them with alight heart.*

There appears to be no irony in the conventional Jewish wish to “wear them
in good health.” Wearing a turban must still have been acceptable.
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Though the congregation Gratz attended regularly in Philadel phia, Mikveh
Israel, maintained separate seating for men and women and followed a Sep-
hardic style of worship, there is nothing to suggest that this included an ori-
ental style of headdress.* It has been argued that Sephardic Jews were more
positively viewed by Christiansthan the later-arriving Ashkenazi immigrants,
which might explain the impetusto “pass as oriental” asasign of upper caste,
but it does not explain why Gratz's family would have refused a turbaned
portrait.*® On the other hand, antebellum American Jews were invested in
acceptance as Americans, that is, as Westerners, as evinced by the monthly
journal The Occident, published by Jacob L eeser, which reached every major
Jewish settlement in the US. The Occident, to which Gratz was a sometime
contributor, published works by American and British Jewish women writers.
It offered literary images of American Jewish women to its female readers,
which they used to measure the changein their own lives. Yet mid-nineteenth-
century writer Marion Moss Hartog, for example, continues to describe her
Jewish heroines as having “olive skin, [a] high brow, dark eyes, black hair,
full lips, and avoluptuousfigure.” The tension between continuity and change
underscores the contradictory impulsesin cultural play between East and West,
sexually attractive and “passionlesg[ly]” pure.®’

It would seem that Rebecca Gratz was not required to cover her hair, yet in
an 1830 painting she does so with a specific type of headdress: a turban. The
turban per st is an indeterminative marker—Jewish and Christian women
wore them as fashion accessories in early nineteenth-century Britain and
America. Yet, just as Scott insists on distinguishing Rebecca of York with
a Jewish turban (worn “according the to the fashion of the females of her
nation”) that takes on a special significance, Gratz's apparent choice to pose
with oneis significant, too, asis the evidence that the portrait with the turban
was abandoned. The assumption of an Eastern turban by a Western Jewish
woman unleashes a set of associations and distinguishing functions, surely
unforeseen by Gratz, that go beyond contemporary fashion, underscoring her
sexuality, her singularity, and her link to Rebecca of York.

The legend of origins, interlocking the fates of the two Rebeccas, focuses
on their exceptional duty and virtue and renders them both exemplary. That
is, their life choices mutually reinforce each other as unique and valid. How-
ever, the iconography marking both Rebeccas with the turban—hence as
exotic and as sexual objects—countervails against the discourse of chastity

190



Legends of Rebecca

by reinscribing both women (historical and fictional) into known and accepted
conventions. Here we witness the concepts of truth, as historical verifiability,
in anxioustension with plausibility, defined asthe weight of cultural stereotype
and literary convention.

The“ Missing” Portrait

In spite of Scott’s admission of deliberate ambiguity in the claim that Jewish
women woreturbans* according to the fashion of thefemalesof [their] nation,”
his Rebecca clearly wore one. What ismore surprising is how the turban turns
up in the Gratz legend.

Thomas Sully (1783-1872) was a British-born artist living in Americawhen
Washington Irving sent him from New York to Philadelphia in 1807 with a
letter of introduction to Rebecca Gratz.*® Sully’sfirst painting of Gratz was a
copy of aminiature by Edward Greene Mabone depicting her at age twenty-
five. Sully recorded in hisjournal that he had changed the image in the minia-
tureinto a“fancy picture.”* Over the course of his career, Sully painted more
than 2,600 canvases, including portraits of many members of the Gratz family
and severa of Rebecca® His register records portraits of Rebecca Gratz's
father, of two of her nieces, and of one of her brothers-in-law.> But it was not
until 1830-1831 that Sully executed three original paintings of Rebecca Gratz,
two of which have been clearly identified.

A bust portrait painted for Benjamin Gratz of Lexington, Kentucky, the
youngest of the Gratz siblings, was begun on October 25, 1830, and “lingered
over,” for it was not finished until June 8, 1831.52 In thisfirst portrait, Rebecca
wears awide-brimmed hat, tilting her head dightly to the left (Figure 1). She
appears up to date and confident, commanding if almost imperious, yet also
dlightly sensuous and buxom, with her right hand opening her collar and a
Mona Lisatype smile. Sheis surrounded with luxurious textures that evince
the artist’stechnical mastery: white silk, wine-colored velvet, yellow drapery,
fur, and a cascading veil or ribbons at the back of the neck. Her hat’sbrim is
surmounted and divided by apiece of ornamental lace that softens Gratz'shigh
brow and frames her face in a heart shape.

This image has frequently appeared in print. Hannah London, who repro-
duced it in her 1927 book about early American portraits of Jews, writes:
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When | saw the portrait . . . it was hanging in the spacious dining room of
.. . Rebecca's grandnephew. | noted Rebecca's soft, dark brown eyes, her
olive complexion and brown curly hair. She wore a claret-color dress and
over the bodice was a pale yellow mantle bordered with white fur.>

The same image makes an appearance in John Sartain’s late-nineteenth-
century memoir, where the author recollects avisit to Gratz in her later life:

Her eyes struck me as piercingly dark, yet of mild expression, in a face
tenderly pale. The portrait Sully painted of her must have been a remark-
able likeness, that so many years after | should recognize her instantly by
remembrance of it.>

Sartain’s two adjectives, “tender” yet “piercing,” are very appropriate to the
mixed effect of this domineering yet endearing painting.

Figure 1

Thomas Sully, “Rebecca
Gratz” (October 25, 1830—
June 8, 1831).

Oil on canvas, 30" x 25",
Photograph courtesy of
the Rebecca Gratz Picture
Collection, American
Jewish Archives,
Cincinnati, Ohio.
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The last portrait Sully did of Gratz was begun on May 16, 1831, and fin-
ished on June 11. It isasmaller, head picture painted for Benjamin’swife and
Rebecca s frequent correspondent, Maria Gist Gratz (Figure 2). This portrait
appears both on the cover of Ashton’s biography of Gratz and as afrontispiece
to David Phillipson’s volume of her selected letters. Ashton writes that both
portraits “show a beautiful, fashionable, elegant and sensuous woman”;*
neverthel ess, the two depictions are decidedly different. The portrait for Maria
(intended for the same household as Benjamin’s) invokes a compl etely differ-
ent set of associations than the first. It is smaller, painted in a circular cameo
shape, floating on arust and brown square background. Rebecca appears with
her head uncovered and slightly to the left, with her gaze no longer direct but
dlightly off to the viewer’s left. The only item of dress depicted is a striking,
ruffled, stand-up collar, fastened at the throat yet drooping open dightly. The
collar’s highlights draw the eye in the same way the detailed ruffsin a Dutch
seventeenth-century portrait would, but the collar also evokes early American

Figure 2

Thomas Sully, “Rebecca
Gratz’ (May 16-June 11,
1831).

Painted for Maria Gist
Gratz, subject’s sister-in-
law.

QOil on panel, 20" x 17°;
signed, lower left, TS1831.
Collection of Rosenbach
Museum and Library,
Philadephia.

Photograph courtesy of
the Rebecca Gratz Picture
Collection, American
Jewish Archives,
Cincinnati, Ohio.
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Puritan portraits, as does the black and white, puritanical Protestant clothing
(the dark dressis suggested by the appearance of theinscription“ TS 1831"—
Sully’s initials and the date—on the right shoulder; only the last three digits
are visible in the image reproduced here). Could these associations be meant
to appeal to Maria’'s Protestant background? The other focus of the portrait is
the brightly lit, broad, uncovered forehead, highlighted and framed by curls
into the shape of aMoorish horseshoe arch. The broad forehead conventionally
suggested force of thought, whereas the Moorish shape creates the subtlest hint
of exoticism. Thus, the Puritan severity of the coloring, collar, and forehead
contrasts with the intimacy of the bared head, the discreet gaze, the covertly
exotic shape, and the soft, ethereal background blended into upswept curls.

In between these two identified portraits was one begun on November 15,
1830. The mysterious, missing middle portrait has generated its own myths.
Ashton writes of it: “She . . . allowed Sully to paint her portrait, . . . but she
did not like the result. Sully erased it.”% Monroe Fabian, who specifies that
this portrait was intended for Rebecca herself, also records it as having been
“erased” inApril of 1831. Edward Biddle and Mantle Fielding, catal oguers of
Sully’sworks, describe the middle portrait of Rebecca Gratz as abust portrait
commissioned by Hyman Gratz, one of the unmarried brothers with whom
Rebecca lived. They, too, remark that it was “noted in register as ‘erased,””
but they add:

This painting was probably finished; thereisatradition in the Gratz family
that it was not accepted on account of aturban or head-dress painted in the
portrait by the artist. Thefinished picture shows aturban which emphasizes
the oriental beauty of [Gratz' ] features. Owned by John Gribbel .

In 1928, John Gribbel wrote to Hannah London and sent her a photographic
image:

The portrait of Rebecca Gratz wearing the Turkish turbanis till in my pos-
session. To meit isone of the most beautiful things that Sully ever did.

You are probably acquainted with the tradition in the Gratz family, that
when Sully was painting this portrait Rebecca insisted on wearing the
Turkish turban. The family being unable to swerve her from her decision,
disowned the portrait, and Sully’s fee book shows the entry of this portrait
scratched out.
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London includes this letter and Gribbel’s photo in her article “Portraits of
Rebecca Gratz by Thomas Sully.” She writes, “Though Rebecca's profile
portrait is noted in Sully’s register as ‘erased,’ this charming portrayal in
which she is shown with a cluster of curls at the nape of the neck was obvi-
oudly finished.” She follows Mantle and Fielding in identifying the image as
commissioned for Hyman Gratz, but she concludes her article by saying,

Several portraits of Rebecca Gratz supposedly by Sully though not listed in
his Register have come to my attention, but asyet | do not have conclusive
evidence of their authenticity. The three illustrated here, which show her
as younger looking by far than the age of forty-nine or fifty that she had
attained when they were painted, are fully documented as the work of the
illustrious Thomas Sully.

Unfortunately, London lists the location of the portrait as untraceable after
Gribbel sold it at auction in 1941.%

The first in the series of family portraits interleaved in Ashton’s biogra-
phy—the only one to receive an entire page on its own—picturesawoman in
aturban labeled “Rebecca Gratz, by Thomas Sully” (Figure 3).% The Jewish
Women's Archive, which describes the above two images straightforwardly
as portraits of Rebecca Gratz, captions this one more cautiously: “Portrait
Believed to be of Rebecca Gratz.”®

In the mystery surrounding the middle “turban” portrait, it turns out that
not only was the portrait not “erased,” but two different paintings vie for its
identity. The turbaned portrait owned by John Gribbel, pictured in Hannah
London’'s article, is not the same one that appears in Ashton’s book (Figure 3,
overleaf). Fortuitously, in attempting to procure the rightsto reprint the image
from London’s article, | discovered the “missing” painting itself—donated to
the Delaware Art Museum in 1971 (Figure 4).%!

This painting differs from the others in significant ways. On a very dark
background, the first thing to strike the eye is a bright diagonal of skin that
goes beyond the frame (suggesting the possibility of even more unseen skin).
The diagonal isreinforced by a cluster of curlstrailing down the neck and by
the sharp line of the nose and chinin profile. Gratz's gaze does not engage the
viewer but rather drifts dreamily to the lower left (suggesting the perpendicul ar
diagonal). At the center of the picture is a sand-colored turban bisected by a
green ribbon. Gratz's unfocused gaze, the emphasis on nose, chin, pink lips,
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and cheeks rather than on an intelligent forehead, in addition to her wearing
the Turkish turban, render this portrait far more voyeuristic and objectifying
than the others.

Though we can attribute the initial appearance of Rebecca of York in a
turban to Scott’s imagination, who is responsible for putting a turban on
Rebecca Gratz in an 1830-1831 painting—the artist or the model? How is
this gesture to be read?

In both variants of the tradition, either the Gratz family or Rebecca herself
rejects (even “disowns’) the turban portrait. One can only specul ate how Gratz
and her family understood the message evoked by the turban, but it was clearly
very different from those evoked by the accepted portraits. If the sensual appeal
of the portraitsin the broad-brimmed hat and the lace ruff somehow verges on
the oriental exotic, it toes a line without crossing it. Consider the “brillian[t]
eyes, .. .superb .. . eyebrows, [and] . . . profusion of sabletresses’ attributed
to Rebecca of York. Are they not reminiscent of the orientalist mode in which

Figure 3

Thomas Sully, “Rebecca
Gratz.”

Collection of American
Jewish Historical Society,
New York.

Photograph courtesy of
the Rebecca Gratz Picture
Collection, American
Jewish Archives,
Cincinnati, Ohio.
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London describesthe “ soft, dark brown eyes, . . . olive complexion and brown
curly hair” of thefirst portrait, or in which Sartain describesthe“eyes. . . pierc-
ingly dark, yet . .. mild. . .inafacetenderly pale” of therea-life Gratz? Onthe
other hand, London’s description of the turbaned portrait’'s “ cluster of curls at
the nape of the neck” is arecognizably less innocent gesture, one that encour-
ages us to think more along the lines of Scott’s “spiral of twisted curls [that]
fell down upon as much of a snow-white neck . . . [asthree unfastened clasps]
permitted to be visible.” William Hogarth discusses the curl as a synecdoche
for the body as awhole: “The most amiable [form] . . . istheflowing curl; . . .
[the] contrasting turns of naturally intermingling locks ravish the eye with the
pleasure of pursuit . . . [of] the wanton ringlet waving in the wind.” Even the
ringlet, an “artificial” curl, Hogarth calls “too alluring to be strictly decent.” 52
Itisnot just the suggestion of the turban but also the curling hair, trailing down
the neck, that evokes desire. The sensethat aline was crossed was perhapsfelt
only retrospectively, and so the portrait in progress was abandoned.

Figure4

Thomas Sully, “Rebecca
Gratz” (1830).

Oil on canvas mounted on
Masonite (TM), 20" x 17",
Delaware Art Museum,
Gift of Benjamin Shaw 11,
1971

DAM # 1971-167
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Are the portraits authentic? Monroe Fabian, curator of a Sully portrait
exhibition at the Smithsonian, spearheads the argument against either turban
portrait being of Rebecca Gratz by Sully. He rejects the legend of the missing
portrait as merely a family “tradition” (though he dutifully cites the Gratz—
Irving—Scott legend):

Contrary to other opinions, | believe that the portrait . .. was actually
erased. The picture of an exotic beauty in aturban that has been sometimes
presented as this 1830 portrait is more likely to be—if it is a Sully—one
of hisfancy pictures.®®

“Fancy pictures,” according to Richard Altick, are role-playing portraits,

adistinct, though very loosely defined, category of painting . . . in which
the artist improved on reality by generalizing or beautifying. . . . The char-
acterspersonified in fancy, or “historical” portraitstended to be drawn more
from English literary sources than mythology or hagiography.

It is very easy to imagine a fancy picture of “Rebecca Gratz as Rebecca of
York” being composed in the “great age of Scott painting,” as Altick has
called the period from 1830 to 1850,% and Sully himself was known for his
fancy pictures. He claimed to have made a fancy picture out of his copy of
Malbone’s miniature of Rebecca Gratz, and was known to have painted at | east
thirteen fancy pictures of British actress Fanny Kemble during her extended
stay in Philadelphia.® As one critic argues, the turbaned portrait is perhaps a
fancy picture for which Sully did not use a sitter at al; he may have called it
“Rebecca Gratz” because it was offered for sale in Philadelphia, the city in
which she was a legend:

It scemsunlikely . . . that Gratz actually sat for the picture becauseit looks
nothing like her. Nor does it look unlike her in the ways [the] other Sully

portraits for which she sat ook unlike her.

Gratz was thirty-six when Ivanhoe came out and fifty when these portraits
were painted, the turbaned one ostensibly for private display in Gratz's own
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home, which she shared with Hyman and her other unmarried brothers. If the
picture were “fanciful” rather than alikeness, “the family might have decided
against [it] because it could not be used for their purposes.”

Perhaps Rebecca Gratz commissioned a Rebeccarlike “fancy picture” in
1830, the heyday of Scott painting, which waslater disowned. Perhaps Gratz's
disowned portrait was finished as a fancy picture reminiscent of Rebecca of
York. Or perhaps, through the nexus of associations between the two Rebec-
cas, a generic fancy picture (or two) by Sully (or someone signing TSully)
of awoman in a turban came to be identified both with Rebecca of York and
with Rebecca Gratz, her “original.” After all, as London puts it, “Rebecca
Gratz never denied that she was the prototype of the novel’s heroine.”” Or as
Phillipson recounts, “ It isreported that Miss Gratz, when asked if shewasthe
original of Scott’s Rebecca, answered, ‘ They say so, my dear.’”®

All of these scenarios would be consistent with the fervor for Scott pictures
inthisperiod aswell asthe pressure exerted in both directions by the Rebecca/
Gratz legend, regarding which Ashton uses a particularly apt metaphor:

TheGratzlegend. . . suggeststhat its creators desired to clothe Gratz'sreal
lifein sentimental dress. Thus draped in sentimentality, her life served the
cultural and psychological needs of both its originators and its potential
audience.®

The stories of the portrait are contradictory: In one version the turban is the
artist’sfantasy, whilein the other it is Gratz's own, against the better judgment
of her family.” In the latter version, at least, the symbol of “an exotic beauty
in a turban,” though consistent with the fashion in portraiture,” contained
negative associations, on account of which the painting was either erased or
disowned. The turbaned woman continues nevertheless to be associated with
both Rebeccas, pointing up contradictions in the historical-fictional character
and in her original: The exemplar of self-sacrificing duty and purity is also
marked as sexualized and impure. These contradictionsreveal the generic ten-
sions implicit in the analgamation of truth and plausibility called historical
fiction.
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Conclusion

Many of the ways in which the Jewess functions in Ivanhoe are contradic-
tory. Rebecca represents both exotic foreignness and English, nineteenth-
century good sense; both the ancient and the modern; both the familiar and
the beyond.” Truth claims associated with historical fiction may be supported
through attention to (or invention of) historical originals, as in the case of
Rebecca Gratz. In an opposite movement, many problems and tensionsrelated
to truth claims are resolved when the “reality” of the Jewish woman is col-
lapsed into the “unknowable.””® If real knowledge of the Jewess is beyond
the text, many “of course” clauses ensue: Of course sheisineligible for mar-
riage; of course her qualities exceed the parameters of the text; of course the
timelessness of her existence does not coincide with the temporality of the
text; of course she must be neutralized or expunged in order for the novel
to reach its resolution. This location of the historical novel—between fact
and fiction—dislocates Scott’s Jewess character, and her instability and self-
contradiction are only shored up through her exile.”*

The internal contradiction in Rebecca of York expresses the internal con-
tradiction implicit in historical fiction. Both this character and the book she
inhabits are located between the real and the imaginary. This position is
ultimately unknowable. Many theorists have questioned the dynamics of
identification, asking whether readers’ self-understandings can be formulated
apart from books. As Catherine Gallagher hasargued, “[W]hen readersare pre-
vented from seeing somebody else in the textual reflection (that is, when they
understand that they are reading fiction), they become capabl e of seeing them-
selves.” The danger of identification is the potential for over-identification,
or emotional over-investment, especially with an imaginary character. In the
words of an 1812 critic, women's “identifying propensity” caused them to
forget who they really were and therefore how they should properly act.”
Marilyn Orr has asked, does the “double-edged power of association, which
enriches our experience by taking away our ability to experience ... for
the first time” cut us off from self-identity or allow us to cut through to its
complexity?’® Historical fiction, by positioning itself as a blend of real and
imaginary, actually allays anxieties by permitting the two poles ahypothetical
if paradoxical existence as absolutes, thereby enabling a powerful exchange
between fiction and history and between characters and readers.
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The case of Rebecca Gratz offers a very special instance of identification
and the possihility of reciprocal exchange between characters and readers, as
well as between the verbal and the visual. Is it possible for a thirty-six year
old woman to view her life differently after reading a book? | believeitis. |
havetried to emphasize Gratz'sretroactivejustification of her choiceto remain
single, against the weight of Jewish custom, by finding that choice lauded in
Scott’s Rebecca. The effect of the exchange can be located only in readers. To
the reader’s complaint, “I think Ivanhoe should have married Rebecca,” the
answer may be one of thefollowing: (1) against intermarriage: “ Rebeccaknew
that Jews and Christians don’t marry”; (2) against conversion: “Rebecca was
such agood Jewess that she gave up love in order not to have to convert”; (3)
true story: “But the girl on which this story is based refused to marry a Chris-
tian, and one cannot change the truth.” If, in Rebecca Gratz's time, when her
immediate family had begun to intermarry, the first two answers were aready
being undermined, Gratz, too, may have reverted to faith in the “truth” of the
third lesson, thinking, “Ah, what | did myself in my youth is now justified
and celebrated here in this public way. It must have been the right (though
painful) choice that | made, because everyone laments yet admires it in this
fictional character.”

Rebecca Gratz never wrote the above reflection in her letters, but she did
writethefollowing: “I . . . felt alittle extrapleasurefrom. . . Rebecca' sbeing a
Hebrew maiden. . . . | feel gratitude for [Scott’s] justification of the jewish [sic]
character.” " And, just aswe dwelt upon the interweaving of the two legendsin
the case of the “missing” portrait, so, too, did Gratz, in amanner of speaking:
“1 have dwelt on this character [Rebecca] aswe sometimes do on an exquisite
painting until the canvass [sic] seems to breathe and we believe it is life.”
The mysteries of Scott’s missing note to Irving and Sully’s missing portrait
of Gratz allow no closure in this regard. Rebecca Gratz's recognition of and
ineluctable linkage with her “namesake” turn out to work on many levels, not
merely asinspiration for her self-justification and positive self-fashioning, but
also asaweight or negative constraint that lives on in her legacy.

Historical fiction suggests the possibility of a smooth, teleological history,
rewritten and fleshed out, populated by characters with whom the reader iden-
tifies, behaving in ways that are exemplary or plausible, or both. Images of
Jewish women in literature, such asthat of Rebeccain Ivanhoe, and historical
or living Jewish women, such as Rebecca Gratz, continue—in the reflexive
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gesture comprehended in the exchange between fiction and life—to be ideal -
ized, romanticized, and exoticized, and at the same time, as we have seen,
sexualized and singled out.
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