
my name is asher lev
My Name is Asher Lev is a profound novel written by Chaim Potok, first
published in 1972. The story revolves around a young boy named Asher Lev, who
is a gifted artist growing up in a Hasidic Jewish community in Brooklyn, New
York. The narrative explores the conflict between religious tradition and
personal expression, as Asher grapples with his artistic talent and the
expectations of his family and faith. Potok's work delves into themes of
identity, the struggle for self-expression, and the complexity of cultural
and familial obligations. This article will explore the plot, characters,
themes, and the impact of the novel in greater detail.

Plot Summary

The novel begins with Asher Lev's early childhood, where he shows an
extraordinary talent for drawing. His artistic abilities become apparent when
he begins to sketch the world around him, capturing the people and vibrant
life of his community. However, Asher's passion for art is met with
resistance from his family and community, who hold traditional values that
often conflict with his desire to create.

Asher's father, Aryeh Lev, is a prominent figure in their Hasidic community,
dedicating his life to the Rebbe and the Jewish faith. His mother, who is
also deeply rooted in their religious culture, struggles with her own
expectations and feelings about Asher's art. The tension between Asher’s
artistic ambitions and his family's religious beliefs becomes the central
conflict of the story.

As Asher grows older, he is encouraged by his art teacher, a gentile named
Jacob Kahn, who recognizes the potential in Asher's work. Kahn takes Asher
under his wing and introduces him to the world of professional art, pushing
him to explore more than just the confines of his community. This mentorship
serves as a pivotal moment in Asher’s life, as he begins to see art as a
means of self-expression and a way to confront the complexities of his
identity.

Key Events

1. Early Artistic Development: Asher's childhood drawings and his fascination
with the world around him.
2. Conflict with Community: Asher's struggle to reconcile his artistic
passion with the expectations of his Hasidic upbringing.
3. Mentorship with Jacob Kahn: The introduction of Kahn as a mentor and the
exploration of the art world.
4. Art Exhibitions: Asher's participation in art exhibitions and the



reactions from his family and community.
5. Personal Growth: Asher's journey toward understanding his identity as an
artist and a Jew.

Character Analysis

The characters in "My Name is Asher Lev" are multidimensional, each
representing different aspects of the struggle between tradition and
modernity.

Asher Lev

Asher is the protagonist whose inner turmoil drives the narrative. He is an
introspective character who grapples with his dual identity as an artist and
a Hasidic Jew. His journey is marked by a search for acceptance both in his
community and within himself. Asher’s art becomes a reflection of his
experiences, fears, and his understanding of the world.

Aryeh Lev

Asher's father, Aryeh, is a significant figure in the community and
represents the traditional values of their faith. He is dedicated to his work
and often struggles to understand Asher's passion for art. Aryeh’s
expectations create a rift in their relationship, as he believes that Asher
should prioritize his religious obligations over his artistic pursuits.

Asher's Mother

Asher's mother plays a crucial role in his life, often caught between her
husband’s expectations and her son’s needs. Her character reflects the
challenges faced by women in traditional communities and her gradual
realization of Asher’s unique gifts adds depth to her role.

Jacob Kahn

Jacob Kahn serves as a mentor to Asher, embodying the tension between secular
art and religious tradition. Kahn, a successful artist himself, encourages
Asher to embrace his talent and to push the boundaries of his artistic
expression. Through Kahn, Asher learns about the broader art world and the
importance of authenticity in his work.



Themes

"My Name is Asher Lev" is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers,
spanning cultural, personal, and artistic realms.

Art and Identity

The exploration of art as a means of self-discovery is a central theme in the
novel. Asher's journey highlights the importance of creative expression in
understanding one’s identity. His art becomes a tool for processing his
experiences and emotions, allowing him to confront the conflicts within his
life.

Tradition vs. Modernity

The tension between tradition and modernity is palpable throughout the
narrative. Asher's struggle to balance his artistic ambitions with the
expectations of his Hasidic community serves as a microcosm for broader
societal conflicts. The novel examines how individuals navigate their
identities in the face of cultural and familial obligations.

Family and Community

Family dynamics and community expectations play a crucial role in shaping
Asher’s experiences. The novel presents a nuanced portrayal of familial love
and the challenges that arise when personal aspirations clash with collective
beliefs. Asher's relationships with his parents reflect the complexities of
loyalty and the desire for acceptance.

The Impact of the Novel

"My Name is Asher Lev" has left a lasting impact on readers and critics
alike. It has been praised for its deep philosophical inquiries into art,
faith, and identity. The novel has prompted discussions about the role of the
artist in society and the sacrifices one must make for their passion.

Critical Reception

Upon its release, the novel received critical acclaim for its thoughtful
exploration of complex themes. Potok’s ability to weave a compelling



narrative with rich character development has been widely recognized. The
book has been used as a text in various academic settings, prompting
discussions on Jewish identity, the nature of art, and the intersection of
personal and cultural values.

Legacy

The legacy of "My Name is Asher Lev" continues to resonate with new
generations of readers. Its exploration of the artist's journey remains
relevant in contemporary discussions about creativity, cultural identity, and
the challenges of self-expression. Potok’s work has inspired countless
individuals to embrace their unique voices and appreciate the complexities of
their identities.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "My Name is Asher Lev" is not just a coming-of-age story; it
is a profound exploration of the conflicts that arise when personal passion
meets communal expectations. Chaim Potok’s masterful storytelling invites
readers to reflect on their own identities and the roles they play within
their families and communities. Through Asher Lev's journey, we are reminded
of the importance of authenticity, the struggle for self-expression, and the
enduring power of art to bridge the gap between tradition and modernity.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is the author of 'My Name is Asher Lev'?
The author of 'My Name is Asher Lev' is Chaim Potok.

What is the central theme of 'My Name is Asher Lev'?
The central theme of 'My Name is Asher Lev' revolves around the conflict
between art and religion, as well as the struggle for personal identity.

What is the significance of the character Asher Lev?
Asher Lev is significant as he represents the tension between individual
creativity and cultural expectations, particularly in the context of his
Hasidic Jewish upbringing.

What role does Asher's family play in his



development as an artist?
Asher's family, particularly his parents, struggle with his artistic
ambitions, highlighting the challenges he faces in reconciling his passion
for art with his family's religious values.

How does the setting influence the narrative of 'My
Name is Asher Lev'?
The setting, primarily within a Hasidic Jewish community in Brooklyn,
influences the narrative by providing a backdrop of cultural and religious
expectations that Asher must navigate.

What are some major conflicts faced by Asher Lev
throughout the story?
Major conflicts faced by Asher Lev include his struggle for artistic
expression against his family's religious beliefs and societal norms, as well
as his quest for self-acceptance.

How does 'My Name is Asher Lev' explore the concept
of sacrifice?
The novel explores sacrifice through Asher's journey as he sacrifices
personal relationships and familial approval in pursuit of his artistic
vision.

Is 'My Name is Asher Lev' part of a series, and if
so, what are the other books?
Yes, 'My Name is Asher Lev' is part of a loose trilogy by Chaim Potok, which
includes 'The Chosen' and 'The Gift of Asher Lev.'
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