Emily Schneider spoke with acclaimed author Dara
Horn about her new graphic novel, One Little Goat:
A Passover Catastrophe. lllustrated by Theo
Ellsworth, this fantastic tale begins when a child mis
places the afikoman, setting in motion a voyage
through Jewish history and one family’s past.

Emily Schneider: Dara, I’'m going to start by asking
you what may be an obvious question. You have

a very successful and acclaimed career as a novel-
ist and a public intellectual writing about a range of
subjects. What motivated you to write One Little
Goat, a graphic novel of interest and concern to
both children and adults?

Dara Horn: | actually first thought of this idea a num-
ber of years ago. | was on a road trip with my family
in California, with my four children, and we stopped
at a comic book shop. My kids are all into this kind
of thing. And one book that they came home with
was a very, very thick graphic novel by this cartoon-
ist, Theo Ellsworth. They were fighting over this
book throughout the whole trip! | borrowed this
book from them, and | was just enchanted by the art
work. And at that point, an idea I'd had for a graphic
novel sort of came roaring back to me. | could see
how it could come to life, now that | saw an artist
whose work | really appreciated. And | looked this



artist up; | knew nothing about him. He’s a pretty
acclaimed indie comics artist. Theo Ellsworth, lives
in Montana. He’s probably not Jewish. This is a kind
of deep in the weeds idea for someone who doesn’t
know much about Passover. | cold-emailed him,
said, “Hi, | love your work. I’'m a writer. Here’s an
idea. It’s a little hard to explain.” And he was totally
game. But the deeper question that you’re asking is,
why would | do this when I’'m really writing for adults
my whole career? This is an idea I’ve been thinking
about since | was a child. I’ve always been fascinat-
ed by the seder and how it is much more similar to
other seders than it is to other days of the year.
When you’re at the seder table, it’'s much more simi-
lar to being at a seder table ten years ago than it is
to something that happened the week before. And it
feels much more connected through time than
space. This is something I’ve been fascinated by
since | was a kid —the idea of Jewish life and texts
being a portal to a past that we really shouldn’t have
access to is something that I’ve written about in all
of my books. All of my books are some version of
this. This is simply the most direct version.

ES: You begin your journey into Pesach, the festival
of freedom, by reconsidering a myth. This is a holi-

day Jews throughout the world are celebrating. It’s

so imbued with meaning for everyone, across



a broad range of religious observance. So it must
be an unalloyed joy for children, right?

DH: Yes, and also because it’s a holiday that’s os-
tensibly supposed to be centering children.

ES: That is really at the center of your book. For
many kids, it could be tedious, repetitive, a little bit
opaque, even though, as you said, children have

a starring role.

DH: Yes, this holiday’s celebrating freedom, but you
are stuck at that table for a very long time. This is

a dynamic that I’m very familiar with because my
whole family’s life has been built to protect children
from it. I’'m the host of my family seder.

I’m one of four children, and, in the seder that

| grew up in, my parents avoided this boredom by
having us be very involved in a creative way. We
would have to write songs and skits, acting out the
different parts of the story. It was different every sin-
gle year. We would work on this whole show that
we would put on at different points in the seder. The
story of Abraham smashing the idols would be
Mesopotamian ldol, a parody of American Idol. It
was always something based on whatever was
trending in pop culture at that time.



Now, | also have four children. My parents have

a total of fourteen grandchildren. So it’s a large
seder | host, with a lot of young people. | had to
make a decision. Either | can read every single page
of the Haggadah, or | can have my children enjoy
Pesach. That involves a ridiculous amount of crea-
tivity, and that’s what we’ve done. Our seder is very
traditional in that we do read every page of the Hag-
gadah. It’s very untraditional in that we use technolo
gy. We have all these different settings that you
move through and you meet different characters in
the Pesach story. In one room, the angel of death
pops out of a closet and slays the Pharaoh’s son. In
another room, we have a blue lasers and fog ma-
chine that fills the space with a blue fog, but only up
to waist height. It creates this wave-like look on the
surface. And as you walk through it, it parts in front
of you. Everybody in our seder is personally experi-
encing coming out of Egypt. Some of these ideas

| got from classical Jewish sources. Everybody’s
very invested and the other most important part is
the kids have roles in our Seder. And it’s become

a competition every year of who can make it newer,
more interesting, funnier. My daughter’s the wander
ing Aramean; she comes and she has a scroll that
she wraps around the entire room that has the pas-
sage we all read out loud together. We have light-up
Had Gadya animals that my husband made by sol-



dering a bunch of LED lights together. So it’s like
a Vegas seder!

Every year we make a movie out of these pieces
and recreate the Pesach story. We divide up the sto
ry into the different family pods. This group of sib-
lings is assigned to do the burning bush or some
other piece of the tale. And then the final product is
screened. No one knows what the other people
have done, but everybody feels very invested in
their part.

ES: The search for the afikoman, for a lot of families,
is a brief scavenger hunt that ends the meal. How
did you decide to make that the central motif of the
story, a possibly endless journey into the past?

DH: This actually was sort of inspired by another
seder that | went to growing up. For the second
night, we would go to family friends that hosted this
gigantic seder, with forty or fifty people. It was mul-
ti-generational, with everyone seated by age at this
very long table. The old people were at one end and
the kids were at the other end.

The people at the end of the table had survived the
Warsaw Ghetto. They were singing a partisan song.
Now | have a PhD. in Yiddish, but, at the time, | kept
asking them to translate, and they wouldn’t. There



was a middle section of the seder with people who
were Soviet Refuseniks who had come over to the
US 1979. They were using the seder as a part of
their movement for Soviet Jewry. And then there
were the kids on the end who were sort of just sitt-
ing around joking about The Simpsons. It was as
though three very distinct seders were happening.
The one part | really enjoyed and looked forward to
at the seder in my house, was finding the afikoman
which my dad had hidden. At this large seder, it was
the opposite —the kids would hide it. This family’s
house was much less organized than mine and
there was a feeling of total chaos and there was al-
ways a point where someone didn’t remember
where they had put the afikoman.

ES: You extended that experience. What if the afiko
man actually disappeared and ended in time travel?

DH: Exactly. The reason that you give a prize to
somebody to get the afikoman back is because you
actually can’t end the ceremony without it.

ES: You pointed out that children are central to this
celebration. At the seder, the four questions are per-
formative and are an opportunity to give the parents
an opportunity to kvell. The four sons, or children,
are different. To me, that embodies one of the worst
mistakes we could make as parents, which is to as-



sign a personality to each child and compartmental-
ize them. Instead of simply refuting that, you have
the oldest child come to an understanding of him-
self and why that is such a misleading way to look
at families. How did you develop that idea?

DH: Yes, that’s the take away for the child who’s
reading it, because children are looking for that
sense of self. They’re in this identity formation part
of their lives. As an adult, you look at the four chil-
dren, and think, there’s a little bit of each of them in
each of us. There’s moments in my day where | go
through all four of these personalities. But as a child
when you read about these four sons, you are not
thinking that. Even when an adult tells you that,
you’re thinking, “Yeah, but not really. My brother is
the wicked son.” You have this sense of self-right-
eousness. | grew up in a family with four children,
and now | have four children. Every time we got to
this page, it always felt very personal. What | think
about as a parent is, when you look at what you
think of as your child’s worst quality, you are also
looking at your child’s best quality.

ES: That’s true.

DH: Let’s say that your child gets really angry a lot.
|s that the worst quality? Who else gets angry a lot?
Moses. That guy has a major anger management



problem. He sees the Egyptian taskmaster beating
a Hebrew slave. He doesn’t write a letter to the edi-
tor about it. He kills the guy. He keeps getting angry
throughout the Torah. He’s yelling at Pharaoh for
the whole book of Exodus. He’s yelling at the Am
Yisrael for the whole book of Deuteronomy. He’s
supposed to talk to the rock. He hits the rock. He
comes down from the mountain with the tablets. He
sees the people worshiping idols, he smashes the
tablets. He keeps lashing out. He wouldn’t be who
he is, and he wouldn’t have the leadership that he
had, if he didn’t do that. Because anger is an emo-
tion that’s tied to our perception of injustice. Moses
has an exquisite awareness of justice, and that’s the
source of his leadership. We want children to get rid
of a trait, minimize or outgrow it, but what I’m sug-
gesting in the book is something a little different.
Perhaps there is something about that trait that you
want to dig into deeper. Like the “wicked” child.
Isn’t he actually someone who sees when some-
thing isn’t working, in a way that you never would
because you like to follow the rules? Or the “simple”
one may be a person who’s so much kinder than
you would ever be.

That’s what the “simple child” in the book is think-
ing about, not the substance of an idea, but how
does this affect someone else’s feelings? The child



who doesn’t know how to ask turns out to be the
key to the whole story. Children are really also really
worried about that, about living up to their reputa-
tion in the family.

ES: They are. Another part that they will also identify
with in the story is the perspective that children
have of the adults around them. They love and re-
spect their parents and grandparents, but they also
find them intensely frustrating. The grandfather
who’s a beloved, yet irritating, old person. The
great-grandmother is super-old, and also irritating,
but she’s a survivor of the Warsaw Ghetto.

DH: The only thing she ever says is, “You’re doing
it wrong.”

ES: That’s right. The oldest child starts to think
about his own family dynamics. Why is Dad so seri-
ous about Jewish holidays? Why does mom want to
have so many children? Young readers are going to
identify with his feelings of ambivalence.



