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Letter from the Editors 

We are proud to welcome you to this issue of the University of 
Toronto Journal of Jewish Thought (TJJT), “Re-imagining Jewish 
Communities.” In this issue, we provide glimpses of how Jewish 
individuals and communities challenge and reinterpret their 
identities. Our contributors offer new interpretations to Jewish 
histories and peoplehood from perspectives as far-ranging as 
ethnomusicology, comparative literature, and rabbinic studies. 
In addition to three scholarly articles, this issue features two 
interviews, a full translation of an imaginative speech, poetry, 
and photography. 

In our first year as TJJT’s editors, we have experienced the 
arduous and rewarding process of producing a multidisciplinary 
journal, a process that has taken us from Shanghai to Berkeley, 
from biblical antiquity to the modern Israeli state. This issue 
reflects our quest for shared scholarly spaces and places in the 
pages—virtual and printed—that bind them.

We open this issue with an interview of the renowned 
biblical scholar and translator Robert Alter, who describes his 
new translations of the Hebrew Bible. We cover the formative 
experiences that led him to Jewish Studies and to biblical 
translation, as well as his thoughts on contemporary trends 
in academia. In a subsequent interview with historian Glenn 
Dynner, former editors Josh Tapper and Alexis Lerner discuss 
the Jewish involvement in Poland’s liquor trade. They touch on 
themes of piety, acculturation, and economic relations between 
Jews and non-Jews in Poland. 

Both interviews were conducted as part of the annual lecture 
series of the Anne Tanenbaum Centre for Jewish Studies (CJS). 
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The CJS’s programming allowed us, as emerging scholars, to 
learn and interact with the distinguished and innovative thinkers 
of our fields, and we are grateful for the opportunities.  We thank 
Robert Alter and Glenn Dynner for engaging in insightful and 
candid conversations. 

Re-imagining Jewish communities implicates us, the editors, 
in the task of illuminating texts and movements from the past. 
The work of translation makes such texts accessible to a new 
audience, and so we are thrilled that this issue re-introduces the 
thought of Edmond Jabès (1912–1991) to a generation of English 
speakers unacquainted with the Egyptian-French poet. 

Jabès’s 1983 inaugural speech at the Institut Universitaire 
d’Études Juives in Paris, “Judaism and Writing,”  poetically 
asserts the inextricable textuality of Jewish identity in an era of 
cultural and historical ruptures. In this issue, we present the first-
ever complete translation of that speech. The translator, Philippe 
Mesly, began his sensitive and precise work after discovering the 
speech’s transcription in a now out-of-print French journal in an 
old bookstore. Since that chance encounter, we have journeyed 
with Mesly, contacting the Bibliothèque national de France, 
publishing houses, and Jabès’s living daughters, Viviane Jabès 
Crasson and Nimet Frascaria Jabès, to revive this work from the 
forgotten past. We are especially thankful to Viviane and Nimet 
for granting us permission to reprint the source-text for the first 
time since its original publication, alongside Mesly’s translation.

A generation after his death, Jabès remains an original, 
wildly imaginative, and yet thoroughly challenging voice. His 
abstruse meditations on creation reified by text, on the Jew’s 
affiliation with the desert, and the mise en abyme of what he terms 
The Book, can perplex any reader. To provide a helpful guide for 
the perplexed, we include two separate introductions into Jabès’s 
life and worldview: a biographical introduction by Jabès scholar 
Steven Jaron and an overview of the speech’s central themes by 
Mesly.  



viii

Drawing on Jabès’s kabbalistic meditations on existence, 
Robert Yerachmiel Sniderman  juxtaposes a typewritten text 
with an old photograph of his forebears. The aging materiality of 
both artifacts evoke an intimate bond between the reader and the 
fading past. In a set of minimalist poetry, Sniderman considers 
the confluence of biblical and familial histories that form Jewish 
identity by re-imagining the fraught relationship of Jacob and 
Esau.  

The legalistic writings of religious commandments, as 
surveyed by Jon A. Levisohn and Marc Herman, are similarly 
inspired by biblical archetypes of Jewish communities. 
Approaching the topic of Jewish community in rabbinic 
studies, Levisohn and Herman, in the article “‘This is One of the 
Commandments that Devolve upon the Community’: Ḥovot ha-
Tzibbur (Communal Obligations) as Resources for Imagining 
Jewish Community,” present the first systematic catalog of 
communal commandments, or religious laws fulfilled by a Jewish 
community, as opposed to Jewish individuals. 

While Levisohn & Herman touch on legalistic interpretations 
of Jewish community, two other articles analyze cultural 
representations of Jewish communities and history. These 
articles argue that national interests intersect with cultural 
production to create narratives of Jewish identity. In “With Song 
and Hard Work: Shirei Eretz Yisrael and the Social Imaginary,” 
Jardena Gertler-Jaffe traces the conscious effort to build a 
national Jewish “folk” through song composition and circulation 
in British Mandate Palestine and later Israel. Yu Wang, in 
“The Myth of ‘Shanghai Ark’ and the Shanghai Jewish Refugee 
Museum,” lays out the history of the Shanghai Jewish Refugee 
Museum to illustrate the politics of Holocaust memory in China. 

As this issue underscores the cyclical process of rebirth and 
returning to the past in Jewish tradition and culture, we celebrate 
Dorielle Parker’s beautiful circle of Alephs drawn specifically for 
the journal cover, as well as her Hebrew letter flourishes that 
decorate the beginning of each piece.
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Finally, we wish to thank all those who have helped make this 
journal a reality: 

The Anne Tanenbaum Centre for Jewish Studies, for providing 
funding and support, and Galina Vaisman in particular for 
facilitating the process; the Centre for Jewish Studies’ Graduate 
Student Association; John De Jesus of Coach House Books, for 
constant communication and enabling TJJT’s first ever print 
volume; Stephanie Orfano, the Copyright Outreach Librarian and 
Acting Head of the Scholarly Communications and Copyright 
Office; past TJJT Executive Editor Josh Tapper, for his guidance 
during the editorial transition; Our wonderful Associate Editor 
Yu Wang, your wisdom, drive, and support continue to improve 
the quality of the journal; the incredible and indispensable layout 
designer Eriks Bredovskis, who has gone above and beyond in 
his diligence, creativity, and calmness during the storm; the 
contributors, for their cooperative spirit during the editing and 
feedback process; the volunteer copyeditors Michelle Christian, 
Laura Hare, and Teresa Russo; the anonymous reviewers; Julia 
Irion Martins; and Keshet Margolis, for her love, labor, and 
infinite patience.   

Hadas Binyamini & Leonard Stein
September 6, 2017
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Interview with Robert Alter
Leonard Stein
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Robert Alter is a renowned biblical translator, literary critic, and 
professor emeritus of comparative literature at the University of 
California, Berkeley. His contributions to biblical studies and the 
novel include The Art of Biblical Narrative, The Art of Biblical Poetry, 
The Pleasures of Reading in an Ideological Age, Imagined Cities: Urban 
Experience and the Language of the Novel, and Pen of Iron: American 
Prose and the King James Bible. As these publications suggest, 
Alter’s serious engagement with both English and Hebrew 
literature has made him an accomplished translator. Accutely 
balancing the flourishes of English lyricism with a fidelity to the 
precise Hebrew texts, Alter’s translations of the Hebrew Bible 
have been admired by many, including myself, in and beyond 
Jewish Studies. On November 14, 2016, Robert Alter gave the 
Pearl and Jack Mandel Lecture in Jewish Studies at the University 
of Toronto’s Anne Tanenbaum Centre for Jewish Studies. Before 
his lecture, titled “The Challenge of Translating the Bible,” I 
interviewed him for an hour, covering an array of subjects, from 
his youth, to his career in biblical translations, to his thoughts on 
new literary studies. Alter conveyed an easy affability throughout 
the interview, peppering his sentences with Hebrew idioms and 
a healthy dose of humor. 

What was your initial encounter with the Bible?

I’ve known Hebrew quite well since I was a teenager. It was 
happenstance. I got into a very good post-bar mitzvah class in 
Albany, New York and we learned Hebrew very thoroughly with 
classical grammar—everything you want to know about shva na‘, 
shva naḥ, and even shva meraḥef [Hebrew vowel markers]. And 
then when I was a teenager I went to Camp Ramah in a period 
when it was entirely in Hebrew. It was like entering a foreign 
country. So by the time I was 16 I could speak fluently—at the 
time, a little incorrectly. Now I think I speak pretty correctly. 
And I went to Columbia College as my undergraduate and did 
courses in the evenings and on Sundays at JTS [Jewish Theo-
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logical Seminary] in what was then called the Seminary College 
of Jewish Studies. So it was kind of like a liberal arts program 
in Jewish Studies. We studied Tanakh, Talmud, Jewish history, 
medieval poetry, midrash, modern Hebrew literature. I did four 
years of Tanakh, three of them with H. L. Ginsburg, who was one 
of the eminent philological critics of the Bible of his era. And by 
the way—this was my true interest at the time—I began reading 
novels in Hebrew, looking up every word I didn’t know, and after 
a while I didn’t have to look up things. But I would say by the time 
I was a senior in college I had a real mastery of Hebrew. I could 
write articles in Hebrew and I even wrote some poetry in He-
brew, which I hope no one will ever discover. And I knew biblical 
Hebrew quite well, too. I was fascinated with biblical narrative, 
but at the time I couldn’t figure out why it was so great when it 
seemed to be so simple. 

So I put it aside. I never imagined it would be a professional in-
terest and I went on to do a PhD at Harvard in comparative litera-
ture, and fifteen years into my career—by then I had written three 
books on the novel—I had been invited to give a talk at Stanford 
about modern Jewish writers, but then the man who was teaching 
Bible there then asked, “Do you want to give a talk on the Bible?” So 
I said, “Okay, I’ll put something together.” So I then realized I had 
some ideas about how biblical narrative works and maybe I could put 
them together in an article. So I wrote one article, which I thought 
was going to be a one-off thing, but it got quite a response. I figured, 
okay, I have some more ideas. I’ll write another article. Before long, I 
had four articles on biblical narrative in print and so I was on the way 
to writing a book on biblical narrative. And I still innocently thought 
that since I’m not really a Bible scholar—I wasn’t officially trained as 
a Bible scholar—I’ll get this one book on narrative out of my system 
and stop. But then the book came out and it was quite well received. 
So I thought, well, how about a book on biblical poetry. So by that 
time I was sliding fast down a slippery slope and it became a major 
interest. I never relinquished my interest in modern literature in all 
these years that I’ve been translating the Bible. 
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Was your relationship with the Bible part of your religious iden-
tity or was it simply a particular curiosity?

Well, it was more than just curiosity. It certainly had some-
thing to do with religious identification. I was trying hard to be 
a religious Jew and a more-or-less observant Jew in those years 
of late adolescence. Maybe it seems peculiar now because of the 
cultural situation, but once I knew a fair amount of Hebrew, the 
Hebrew language and culture became a central element of my 
cultural identity. So engaging with all these texts—Tanakh, mid-
rash, and a fair amount of gemara [Talmud]—was all part of that. 

Did you have a chance to learn with the celebrated Jewish 
philosopher Abraham Joshua Heschel during your studies at 
JTS?

I took a course with him. All of his courses were in Hebrew, 
and he lectured perfectly effectively. I’ll tell you, I know that Hes-
chel has become an object of reverential speech. I did not partic-
ularly like him as a teacher. He read from the proofs of his book 
in print as his lectures in class, which I find unacceptable. As a 
teacher, I would never dream of doing that.

The journal’s theme this year is re-imagining and re-
interpreting Jewish histories, experiences, and peoplehood. So, 
I’d like to ask you, for those without religious affiliations, why is 
the Bible worth reading today?

Oh, that’s easy! I would say there are two reasons. If the 
“those” means “those Jews,” then even if you don’t have a reli-
gious affiliation, the Bible is the matrix for everything that fol-
lows. Strictly observant Jews have moved very far from the Bible, 
even though the traditional Orthodox sense is, it’s all Torah mi-Si-
nai [Torah as divinely revealed], and we’re strictly following the 
Bible; but as we know, Abraham prepared a feast for the three vis-
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itors that involved beef and something like yogurt [laughs]. But 
nevertheless, it is a matrix. So I would think a secular Jew who 
has the slightest interest in his Jewish identity might want to en-
gage with the Bible. But beyond that, it is a collection of some of 
the greatest literary works in the Western tradition. I speak to 
you now because we are both in comparative literature. An ed-
ucated person, even if he or she doesn’t know Greek, would not 
want to have missed reading Homer or Sophocles. I think such a 
person should not miss reading Genesis or Samuel or Psalms or 
Job or the Song of Songs. 

But are you saying that beside its antiquity, its greatness lies in 
how it is written? What makes it so great?

It’s certainly great because of its fashioning of style and liter-
ary form. The Hebrew narratives are extraordinary, the Hebrew 
of the poetry of Job is astounding, and so forth. But it’s not just 
the matter of stylistic achievement. I think that these texts con-
front timeless human issues in very profound and unblinking 
ways. The representation of Jacob and the representation of Da-
vid are among the most probing images of a human life evolving 
in time, of someone who in one respect is a great man but then 
has great weaknesses, whose power is eroded through the aging 
process. I think that Job, even if not everybody is happy with the 
solution of the voice from the whirlwind, is one of the most un-
blinking inquiries into the question of divine justice or injustice, 
tzadik ve-ra‘ lo [the righteous person who suffers]. And Kohelet 
[Ecclesiastes] is, I think, the closest we have to a series of abso-
lutely haunting philosophical texts. A philosophic meditation on 
the human condition. So here I speak beyond Jews to people in 
general that I think these are among the great cultural treasures 
of the Western tradition.
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Do you still think, as you claim in your work Pen of Iron: American 
Prose and the King James Bible, that the “resonant language and 
the arresting vision” of the Bible “continue to ring in cultural 
memory?”

Yes, but of course, less so than it once did. Actually, recently I 
ran across this statistic that in a survey taken in 2014 something 
like 53 percent of all respondents said that the version of the Bible 
they read was the King James Version, which actually surprised 
me. 

Why?

I would imagine that the language was too archaic and they 
would go to a modern translation. It’s not likely to find an Amer-
ican writer who is permeating with the King James Version the 
way Melville was, but from time to time, you do find writers who 
respond imaginatively to that use of the English language. In the 
last chapter of Pen of Iron, I pointed to a couple of them. 

  
In John Updike’s review of your biblical translation, The Five 
Books of Moses, he laments, “But who will read it? Fanciers of 
sheer literature will be put off by its bulk and its pedantic cross-
weave, and the millions of believers, Christian and Jewish, al-
ready have their versions, with cherished, trusted phrasings.” 
How do you respond to this idea of inaccessibility? 

Ok, first I have to say that the tone of Updike’s review—
which, by the way, was made up for in the review of the New York-
er, in which James Wood reviewed my Psalms—there was some-
thing sort of querulous about it. A number of my friends said that 
they thought that in a way he was saying, “What are the Jews do-
ing messing with our Bible? You know, we have the King James 
Version, that’s all we need.” At one point—this kind of amused 
me—Updike said the book is so heavy, it’s hard to hold. If not for 
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this interminable commentary! Why do we need a commentary 
for the King James Version? Which is a very Protestant thing to 
say. You may know that the reason there’s no commentary in the 
King James Version was that there had been a commentary in the 
Geneva Bible, which was anti-monarchic, and King James wasn’t 
having any of that. 

So what I would say is I wasn’t thinking about an audience 
when I did the translation. I was thinking that I had related to 
these texts since I was a teenager in their original language and 
the original language speaks profoundly to me. And I wanted 
to see if I could get something of the quality of the original lan-
guage into English. I wasn’t sure that it was going to work, but 
I wasn’t particularly thinking about an audience, whether Jew-
ish, Gentile, religious, or non-religious. Since I started writing 
for print in the pre-e-mail age, I can now attest that now that we 
have e-mail, readers are much more prone to write authors. I’ve 
gotten many hundreds of e-mails since I started this big project 
and I would say that almost all of the e-mails belie or refute what 
Updike wrote. One thing he wrote is right: the fervent believers, 
such as evangelical Christians in the Bible belt, have no interest 
in what I’ve done. But the sales of the book Updike reviewed have 
been quite respectable. That is, I think it sold over 40,000 copies 
in hardcover, which is pretty good for any book from an academ-
ic writer. And it continues to grow every year, several thousand 
every year. 

But my favorite e-mail was a denunciation, which I can quote 
by heart. It reads like this: “Professor! I am appalled at your arro-
gance in translating the Bible. There is only one guide to trans-
lating the Bible and that is Jesus Christ our Lord.” Ok, that takes 
care of that. But I get fan letters from Orthodox Jews—obvious-
ly not Ḥaredi [ultra-Orthodox] Jews—but Orthodox Jews, from 
Baptist ministers, from Presbyterian organists. I got one from 
an Episcopalian nun who said that my translation had changed 
her spiritual practice. I don’t know what she meant by that, but I 
think there’s empirical evidence that Updike’s wrong.
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What was your opinion of comic artist R. Crumb’s 2009 book, 
The Book of Genesis, an illustrated version of your translation of 
Genesis?

Well, we actually made a deal. As you know, he’s a peculiar 
guy. He lives somewhere in rural France—ok, if that’s the way 
he wants to live, as we say in Hebrew, she-yevusam lo [i.e., good 
for him]. He wrote me by hand, in pencil, and he said that he was 
contracted to do this verse-by-verse comic book version of Gene-
sis. He sent me some Xeroxed pages, maybe the first 11 chapters. 
And he wanted my permission to use my translation in conjunc-
tion with the King James where the spirit moved him, going back 
and forth. So we came to an agreement. 

There was one thing I was a little unhappy about, which 
is that he also kind of tinkered with my translation where he 
thought that he could fix it. I wasn’t too thrilled with that, but as 
far as the work was concerned, it was fun. Some things are witty. 
My favorite one is how he did the Tower of Babel where there 
are these guys wandering around dazed and they have speech 
bubbles: one is Hebrew, another is cuneiform, and another hi-
eroglyphics. I thought that was really good. The representation 
of God draws heavily on Blake. I’m not so interested in an old guy 
with a long, white shirt. 

You know, in the recent Norton Anthology of World Literature, 
one of the first things they present is selections from the Bible. 
They use his illustrations, explaining that Crumb gives a face to 
each of Ishmael’s sons. 

It was very bold of him to illustrate the toledot [genealogies] 
and so forth. I’ll tell you my big reservation. As we both know, 
the Bible is full of mystery and realms of purposeful ambiguity. 
When you put things in an image, the text then becomes one 
definite thing and not a range of things. So when Noah’s gener-
ation does evil, Crumb shows a couple of evil acts, which closes 
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the door on other possibilities. Ya‘akov ve-ha-malakh [Jacob and 
the angel], which is so haunting, are basically two somewhat 
overweight, middle-aged guys. That’s basically the Trump body 
image—[laughs at the slip]. The Crumb body image of wrestling, 
and it’s not magical at all. 

You sound like Auerbach in Mimesis, contrasting the beauty of 
the imagery of the Bible with Homer in terms of ambiguity. 

Right, the “freight of background” that he talks about. 

One of the things I notice about your translations is how con-
scious you are about the experience of the English language 
when translating the Bible. There’s a part in your translation of 
the Song of Songs, when you look at the line ki ḥolat ahavah ani, 
and you go with “I am in a swoon of love.” You explain in your 
notes that “The literal sense of the Hebrew is ‘lovesick,’ but that 
sounds too pathetic, or adolescent, in English. The King James 
Version ‘sick of love’ sounds like a blunder, or at least has be-
come that for twenty-first-century usage.” And so, mindful of 
how the word will reach contemporary English speakers, your 
translation seeks to make readers swoon. Is that accurate?

Yes, but I can qualify that a little bit. If you look at the horri-
ble translations done by scholarly committees in the second half 
of the twentieth century, they all transpose everything into con-
temporary English idiom. And somehow the biblical quality of 
the Bible gets lost. So my rule of thumb is this: if it sounds ridic-
ulous to represent the Hebrew more-or-less literally, as my note 
suggests, then you have to go with something that’s natural in 
the target language, which is a little bit different from the source 
language. But wherever I can, I try to preserve the qualities of the 
source language. 

For example: zera‘. In biblical and modern Hebrew, it means 
the seed you plant in the ground; it means semen; and then it 
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means, by metonymy, the product of semen. So in all the modern 
translations, the best they do is “offspring,” which is not as offen-
sive, but then there’s “posterity,” “descendants,” and so forth. I 
hate using polysyllabic Latin words, because I think it violates the 
tonality of Hebrew. And I think the King James sets a precedent, 
that you can say “seed” and a mildly intelligent modern reader 
will understand that seed means descendants. So I do that all the 
time in all kinds of biblical idioms.

But are you thinking of the experience of the audience?

I would say that biblical Hebrew is very concrete and very physi-
cal. And I want to get that across to the contemporary English reader. 

You mentioned that you’ve even tried your hand in Hebrew poetry. 

[hesitatingly] Yes.

Maybe this is the role of every translator, but I’m thinking about 
the immense responsibilities of translating the Bible and, most 
recently, of translating Israel’s greatest poet, Yehudah Amichai. 
Wouldn’t such work demand a poet on the other side of the page? 

Well, I have to confess that this is under the rubric of ḥatot 
ne‘urai [the sins of my youth], but my very first publications were 
maybe three poems written in Hebrew which I published in 
HaDoar [The Post]. A magazine that was still alive but not kicking 
when I was a graduate student. So I did think of writing poetry in 
Hebrew, but I didn’t go on with it. I think those poems are genuzim 
[hidden away] and I’d probably be a little bit embarrassed by them. 
I was pretty affected at the age of twenty-two. Most twenty-two-
year-olds are, especially if you’re interested in literature, because 
then you have literary affectations. So I thought about that, I 
even had fantasies, but I never got to the point of preliminary 
implementation of writing a novel in Hebrew. 
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Did it continue?

Not much. What I’ve found is that I’m able to be a kind of 
ventriloquistic poet. 

When you republished The Pleasures of Reading in 1996, you 
offered a new preface that emphasized the contemporary 
relevance of your thesis, that of scaling down the primacy of 
theory in literature departments’ discourse and exploring 
the “insight, experience, and enjoyment that literature can 
provide.” Two decades later, how does the current direction of 
literary studies compare with your original vision?

I think that there are certain kinds of renewals of close read-
ing. There are some hopeful developments. Certainly, grand the-
ory doesn’t have the grip over North American literary studies 
that it did twenty, even ten years ago. There’s still a fair amount of 
politically-driven literary criticism in the academy. I guess most-
ly now, since Marxism has by and large receded—even though 
Frederick Jameson is still around and wrong-headed about a lot 
of things—we have postcolonialism, feminism, and a variety 
of gender studies. I don’t entirely reject all that. It all depends 
on how it’s done. If it’s done in a way that there’s an ideological 
agenda that’s driving everything, then it’s not good. 

I sometimes wonder, let’s say you got your PhD at Yale in 
the mid-1970s and you became a card-carrying deconstruction-
ist and you were convinced that was the only way to talk about 
literature, and you have your long-standing job, let’s say, at the 
University of Minnesota in the English department. What do you 
do now? You’re kind of high and dry. There’s not much of a con-
stituency, I don’t think. 
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What is your opinion of the way technology has influenced our 
engagement with texts, not just in the devices we use to read 
texts, but in the emerging disciplines like the digital human-
ities?

Here I’m going to dodge behind the words of the prophet 
Amos. That is, lo navi anokhi ve-lo ven navi [“I am neither a prophet 
nor the son of a prophet,” cf. Amos 7:14]. That is, I suspect that 
some really productive things may emerge from the applica-
tion of computer-based analyses and literary studies. Obvious-
ly, you can do terrific things in generating ad hoc concordances 
and following the use of a particular syntactic pattern in a writ-
er you’re studying, and that’s all for the good. I think that—I’m 
going to say something very old fashioned—I’m old enough to 
be old-fashioned, but I don’t think this is ever going to entirely 
replace the imagination of the critic reading the text. 

I’m going to give you a very old personal anecdote. Before 
there were personal computers, early in my career, I was invit-
ed to give a talk to the Department of Comparative Literature in 
Madison and I was writing a book on Fielding then. I gave the 
talk, analyzing the passage in Tom Jones in which Tom comes to 
Molly Seagrim’s room. Mr. Square has been having it on with 
Molly, who has it on with oldcomers, and so he hides “behind the 
Arass” in Molly’s bedroom. At a certain point, Tom suspects that 
someone is hiding there, so he yanks back the curtain and there’s 
this long periodic sentence which ends, “where among other 
female Utensils appeared…the Philosopher Square,” which was 
just dazzling. I talked about that for a minute, showing how style 
was used to maneuver satiric perspective. So then a guy came 
up to me, who was a faculty member at Complit there, who was 
working on a computer analysis of style in the English language, 
and he said, “That business of ‘among other female Utensils was 
the Philosopher Square,’ I don’t see how I can get that out of my 
computer.” [laughs]
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Do you think e-readers like the Kindle or iPad will affect our 
experience of reading a text?

Not necessarily. I’ve read maybe eight or nine novels on 
Kindle because I was traveling. I have a nostalgic attachment to 
turning the physical page, but I don’t think that I experienced the 
novels differently from reading them on Kindle. 

I know people always ask you if you’re going to complete your 
translation of the Tanakh.

Well, I have an easy answer to that. I’ve completed a whole 
draft, and I’m sort of cleaning out the last few books. I have to 
say, I write by hand. I’ve always needed to write with a pencil, so 
I have somebody who translates my scroll into an electronic text. 
He just finished Trei ‘Asar [Twelve Minor Prophets], and I just 
gave him Eikhah [Lamentations] and Ezra, and then he’ll have 
left to do Neḥemiah and Divrei Ha-Yamim [Chronicles]. So I hope 
in maybe six months to get it all off to Norton. Because it is such 
a bulky thing—and I shudder to think of proofreading—they fig-
ure they need a year-and-a-half of production. So their plan at 
the moment is to bring it out in the Fall of 2018.

What are some of the important contributions you think 
would be offered by translating the more obscure, perhaps less 
accessible texts, like the minor prophets or Chronicles? Your 
recent work has renewed our attention to ancient love poetry, 
wisdom literature, the carnivalesque. What could we expect 
from the remaining books?

Eikha is different because it’s actually rather powerful poetry. 
It’s interesting that it’s powerful poetry because all but one chap-
ter are alphabetical acrostics and the ones in Psalms tend to be 
boiler plate. Ezra and Neḥemia have a certain interest. They’re not 
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my favorite books, so maybe my strategy of translation will make 
them a little bit more accessible and interesting to the readers. 
Divrei Ha-Yamim, I have to say, the first nine chapters are noth-
ing but lists of names. So go do that. [laughs] And of course, the 
retelling of the grand biblical narrative is in many ways so much 
less interesting than the original telling. The David story, which 
is so amazing in Samuel—all the human interest is taken out of 
it. It’s like when my translation of the Torah came out: I ran into 
a distant friend of mine during the Yom Kippur break at our shul, 
who says, “Tell me, do you think your translation is going to put 
new zip into Leviticus?” And I said no. [laughs]

Finally, are there any modern Jewish writers today who you are 
particularly impressed with and why?

I’m a big fan of Saul Bellow. I have a deep admiration for a 
lot of Philip Roth, but not all of Philip Roth. I think that David 
Grossman is a wonderful novelist. I’m friendly with him. He’s a 
remarkable person.

Do you think Bob Dylan deserved the 2016 Nobel Prize for 
literature?

Mixed feelings. [laughs] I think that if you’re talking about 
songwriters as poets, that Leonard Cohen, menuḥato ‘eden [may 
he rest in peace], is a better poet. Don’t you agree?

There’s no question. 

 This interview has been lightly edited for length and clarity.
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“This is One of the Commandments that 
Devolve upon the Community”: 
Ḥovot ha-Tzibbur (Communal Obligations) as 
Resources for Imagining Jewish Community

Jon A. Levisohn & Marc Herman

Generally, in the Jewish tradition, a mitzvah is understood to be an obligation imposed 
upon, and carried out by, individuals. But some mitzvot operate differently. These 
mitzvot are not individual obligations; there is no one person responsible for carrying 
them out, and no one person can fulfill them. Instead, the community bears the burden 
of these responsibilities.

These communal obligations are distinct from individual obligations to serve the 
community (e.g., paying taxes). They are also distinct from individual obligations that, 
when fulfilled, contribute to developing a certain kind of community. Instead, in these 
cases, Jewish legal authorities declare that the obligations themselves are communal, 
calling them Ḥovot ha-Tzibbur (“Obligations of the Community”) or Mitzvot ha-
Mutalot ‘al ha-Tzibbur (“Commandments that Devolve on the Community”).

This article names this category, identifies the relevant classical sources, discusses 
the central conundrum of the operationalization of communal obligations (i.e., who 
fulfills the obligation in practice?), and then—to promote the idea that communal 
obligations may serve as a resource for imagining Jewish community—distinguishes 
three modes in which these mitzvot function. An appendix presents the full dataset of 
over fifty communal mitzvot. 
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Introduction1

The authors of the Jewish legal tradition understand most mitzvot 
as commandments or obligations incumbent upon individuals—
most but not all. A variety of classical sources also describe 
communal obligations, that is, obligations that devolve upon the 
community as a whole, rather than on particular individuals. 
However, this class of obligations is under-theorized in both 
primary and secondary sources. That is, we have uncovered no 
attempt to compile a comprehensive list of such mitzvot. While 
we found references to communal mitzvot as a category, we 
did not find much conceptualization of this category, nor any 
general description of how such laws are operationalized, nor 
any delineation of its boundaries.2

The present inquiry intends to begin to fill that gap. We will 
work through some examples of communal mitzvot, clarify the 
bounds of this category, and probe the questions that surround 
its operationalization. But we intend more than descriptive 
historiography. Instead, we propose that this intriguing category 
might serve as a resource for constructive Jewish philosophy. 
Towards the end of the article, we turn to a somewhat more 
speculative effort to articulate three functional “modes” of 
communal mitzvot, in order to consider the possible implications 

1  This project emerged out of an earlier project, Jon A. Levisohn, “Commu-
nity as a Means and an End in Jewish Education,” in Jewish Day Schools, Jewish 
Communities: A Reconsideration, eds. A. Pomson and H. Dietcher (London: Lit-
tman Library, 2009), 90–105. That earlier work benefited from contributions 
by Aaron Bayer, Steven Cohen, Elie Kaunfer, Shuli Passow, Dan Pekarsky, Alex 
Pomson, Israel Scheffler, Chaim Strauchler, and David Wolkenfeld. The cate-
gory of communal mitzvot first came to the attention of the lead author of this 
paper when a student, Adam Mayer-Deutsch, asked about it. The authors also 
thank Jay Berkowitz, Adina Gerver, Jill Jacobs, David Rosenn, and the anony-
mous reviewers.

2  There is abundant literature on communal authority in the Jewish tradi-
tion and in Jewish history, and on the obligations of the individual to the com-
munity. Those are distinct phenomena from the obligations that devolve upon 
the community. 
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for imagining Jewish community.
We begin with a prototypical case. Deuteronomy 16:18 

instructs the Israelites to create a legal system: 

You shall appoint  judges and officers in all your towns that 
the Lord your God is giving you, according to your tribes, and 
they shall judge the people with righteous judgment.3

The instruction seems unambiguous at first, mandating the 
appointment of judges in each town. But whom does this 
instruction address with the collective “you?” Which specific 
individuals are commanded to establish a judicial system? 

We might turn for clarification to Maimonides, the great 
Jewish jurist of the twelfth century. “It is a positive commandment 
in the Torah,” he declares at the outset of his Laws of Sanhedrin, 
“to appoint judges and officers in every province [medinah] and 
every district [pelekh].”4 The notion of “positive commandments,” 
mitzvot ‘aseh, is familiar from the Jewish legal tradition, denoting 
obligations that must be fulfilled, as opposed to negative 
commandments, injunctions to avoid certain practices. But, 
again, a positive commandment for whom? Maimonides does 
not specify.

In the thirteenth century, however, the anonymous author 
of Sefer ha-Ḥinukh answers our question: “This is one of the 
commandments that devolve upon the entire community [ha-
mutalot ‘al ha-tzibbur kulan] in each and every place.”5 No lone 
individual is responsible for the establishment of a judicial 
system. If a judicial system does not exist in my town, that is 
surely a problem according to the Jewish legal tradition—but it 
is unclear to what extent it is my problem, nor what I must do 
to correct it. Instead, this mitzvah is the responsibility of the 
collective.6

3  Translations of biblical and rabbinic texts are the authors’ own.
4  Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Sanhedrin, 1:1.
5  Sefer ha-Ḥinukh, Commandment 491.
6  Which collective? Who precisely is obligated? Answers to these questions 

are not yet available. Indeed, this is part of what we mean when we say that 
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Thus, the Jewish legal tradition posits that the commandment 
to establish a judicial system is different than most other mitzvot, 
which individuals must fulfill. These latter obligations are both 
ritual and ethical, and, as noted, both positive and negative. 
Each individual Jew is obligated to visit the sick, not to labor on 
Shabbat, to love God, not to place a stumbling block before the 
blind, and so on. Jewish legal and moral literature refers to all 
of these as mitzvot, with each individual Jew charged to fulfill 
a certain number of these mitzvot, depending on one’s identity 
(e.g., gender, priestly status) as well as personal or historical 
circumstances (e.g., the obligation to perform circumcision 
only obtains with the birth of a male child; certain agricultural 
obligations only obtain in the Land of Israel). Non-Jews are also 
understood to be obligated in a certain number of mitzvot, the 
seven so-called “Noahide” commandments.7 When a person 
enacts an obligation that pertains to her or him, she or he has 
“fulfilled” that mitzvah.8

This individualistic focus is not just happenstance. The 
concept of mitzvah itself seems to apply, paradigmatically, to 

the operationalization of communal mitzvot lacks clarity. We can say, however, 
that rabbinic sources do not seem to indicate any distinction between the 
various Hebrew terms for “community” (tzibbur, kahal, ‘edah, etc.). Likewise, the 
sources do not seem to indicate any distinction between the various terms for 
“obligation” (mitzvah, ḥovah, ḥiyyuv, etc.).

7  See b. Sanhedrin 56a. Of the seven Noahide commandments, all seem 
to be individual, with the exception of the communal obligation to establish a 
judicial system.

8  In this paragraph and throughout this article, we intentionally blur the 
line between the narrower term “commandment” and the term “obligation.” 
The Jewish tradition takes a brief, homiletic reference to 613 commandments in 
the Talmud (b. Makkot 23b–24a) and exerts enormous energy into enumerating 
a definitive list of the biblically mandated mitzvot. However, no enumeration 
achieved consensus. In addition, halakhic literature, and even the Talmud 
itself, does not always use the term mitzvah to denote a distinct, enumerated 
commandment. Given our interest in the broad category of obligations 
incumbent upon the entire community, we do not restrict ourselves to biblical 
commandments or to commandments enumerated in any list of the 613.
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an individual (a metzuveh, a “commanded person”) obligated 
regarding a particular matter. After all, “obligation” is a moral 
and normative term that implies the possibility of choosing not to 
comply with the purported obligation. We do not say that a stone 
has an “obligation” to fall to the ground. The notion of obligation 
implies a choice to fulfill or not to fulfill the claimed obligation. 
Choice implies agency, which is assigned, paradigmatically 
although not exclusively, to an individual agent. Corporations 
may be treated as people, but the idea of the corporation is a 
legal invention that extends agency (and responsibility) from the 
paradigm of the individual to a collective.

Furthermore, the very idea of religious or ethical obligations 
appears to suggest a conception of a religious or ethical life in 
which those obligations are significant features—that is, it 
points to the the religious or ethical life of an individual. These 
individual obligations represent not just technical laws; indeed, 
most mitzvot are not merely arbitrary directives from one person 
to another. Rather, classical interpreters of Jewish tradition have 
typically understood many mitzvot to be expressions of values and 
ideals.9 To say that a person is obligated in the mitzvah of bikkur 
ḥolim, visiting the sick, is also to express bikkur ḥolim as a positive 
value. We might even go further and, with Aristotelian virtue 
ethics as our model, suggest that the ideal person is a mevaker/
et ḥolim, a habitual visitor of the sick. In other words, beyond the 
performance of the specific deed lies the ideal of embodying the 

9  This assertion—which relies upon, and implicitly endorses, inquiry into 
ta‘amei ha-mitzvot, the rationales behind the commandments—does not accord 
with the view of those who embrace a theory of mitzvot focusing exclusively on 
subservience to the Divine will. For example, Israeli philosopher Yeshayahu 
Leibowitz writes: “The only genuine reason for the mitzvot is the worship 
of God.” Yeshayahu Leibowitz, “Commandments,” in Contemporary Jewish 
Religious Thought, eds. A. Cohen and P. Mendes-Flohr (New York: Scribner’s, 
1987), 71. This is not the place to engage that debate; the philosophical project 
represented in this article assumes that it is possible to develop a conception of 
community out of the halakhic sources (indeed, a normative conception) in a 
way that Leibowitz would not accept. 
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underlying ethical principle. In this respect, too, our paradigm 
seems to be the individual virtuous person. 

This individualism should not be misinterpreted to mean 
that mitzvot are paradigmatically private. Some surely are; the 
commandment to love God takes place, we might say, within the 
confines of one’s own heart. But many mitzvot involve others as 
intended beneficiaries. We have already referred to the obligations 
to visit the sick and not to place a stumbling block before the blind. 
We might also consider more general ethical obligations such as that 
found in Leviticus 19:9, which instructs the farmer to leave a corner 
of the field unharvested as a charitable contribution for the poor. 
Each individual owner of a field is obligated by the commandment, 
and the poor of the community are the beneficiaries. 

We might also think of obligations that fall to individuals 
due to the situation of the community as a whole. When the 
community is mobilized to fight a defensive war, for example, 
the Torah commands each (male) individual to serve.10 More 
generally, one might argue that every fulfillment of an obligation 
constitutes an act of upholding a communal norm rather 
than subverting it. Moreover, one might develop an implicit 
conception of community that emerges from the aggregation of 
ideal individual mitzuvot-performers. 

But the example with which we began, the mitzvah of 
establishing a judicial system, seems to operate differently, and 

10  Deuteronomy 20:5-9; see the set of exemptions listed there. We suggest 
that while fighting a defensive war is a kind of communal project, it is not a 
communal obligation in the sense that we are describing. This is because 
every member of the community, with some exceptions, is obligated to fight. 
It is noteworthy, however, that the author of Sefer ha-Ḥinukh uses his familiar 
formula, “This is among the mitzvot that devolve on the community,” when 
describing it (Commandment 527). It is possible that in this case, this phrase 
indicates that every individual in the community is obligated, not that there 
is an amorphous “communal” obligation. Alternatively, perhaps the author of 
Sefer ha-Ḥinukh is somewhat less precise in applying this formula. Either way, 
this example reinforces the claim that this category is well-attested but under-
theorized.
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is an example of an intriguing subset of mitzvot that likewise seem 
to operate differently. These mitzvot lie outside the paradigm of 
individual obligations that we have been describing, as it is not 
the case that everyone must participate in their fulfillment. On the 
contrary, there is no particular person responsible for carrying 
them out, and no one person can fulfill them. Instead, they are 
communal obligations, and the community, as a corporate body, 
bears the burden of these responsibilities. According to the 
perspective outlined above, when the community fulfills these 
responsibilities, it enacts a collective ideal. 

Mining the Jewish Legal Tradition

What is the significance of the existence of this category of 
communal mitzvot? How have others thought about this category, 
and how should we? To be explicit about the limitations of our 
inquiry, this article does not claim that these mitzvot serve as a 
code that, once deciphered, provides an underlying theory of 
Jewish community or Jewish theory of community, even if we 
modify this claim with caveats like “as understood by rabbinic 
Judaism” or “as enacted by Jewish communities over time.” To 
make such a claim would ignore the diversity of Jewish textual 
sources and Jewish communities over time and space. We want 
to avoid any hint of essentialism and refrain from making any 
historical claims whatsoever. 

Instead, we follow the footsteps of The Jewish Political Tradition 
project undertaken by Michael Walzer and his colleagues, which 
has produced to date two volumes by that name (with two others in 
development).11 Walzer characterizes that project as having three 

11  Michael Walzer et al., eds., The Jewish Political Tradition, Vol. 1: Authority, 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000) and Michael Walzer et al., eds., The 
Jewish Political Tradition, Vol. 2: Membership (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2006). Forthcoming volumes are Vol. 3: Community and Vol. 4: Political Vision. The 
Jewish Political Tradition project builds on the work of Daniel Elazar, the father 
of Jewish political studies. See, e.g., Daniel Elazar, ed., Kinship and Consent: The 
Jewish Political Tradition and Its Contemporary Uses (Lanham, MD: University 



24 “This is One of the Commandments” | TJJT

purposes: retrieval of sources from the tradition; integration of 
those sources with other modes of thought; and critique of the 
arguments in the sources, “to argue among ourselves and to 
encourage others to argue about which of them can usefully be 
carried forward under the modern conditions of emancipation 
and sovereignty.”12 The project thereby undermines any 
essentialist claims and blurs the line between historical analysis 
and constructive re-imagination.

This approach guides the present inquiry. What, we ask, 
might we learn about a conception of community from the 
category of communal mitzvot? How might the sources in the 
tradition regarding communal mitzvot support an articulation 
of, or re-envisioning of, a conception of community? How might 
these sources provide a window into what that community 
wishes to be? How might they serve as resources for imagining 
Jewish community?13

Where Does the Category of Communal Mitzvot Appear in 
the Literature?

Above, we saw that Maimonides does not explicitly invoke 
the category of communal mitzvot in the case of the mitzvah of 
establishing a judicial system. The author of Sefer ha-Ḥinukh does 
invoke communal mitzvot by using the formula “commandments 
that devolve on the community.” Sefer ha-Ḥinukh repeats 

Press of America, 1981).
12  Walzer et al., The Jewish Political Tradition, Vol. 1, xxiii.
13  It should be acknowledged that for Walzer the Jewish political tradition 

is composed of arguments, paradigmatically. He writes, for example, that his 
project is “an effort to retrieve the arguments that have gone on within the 
Jewish world and to make them available to modern readers—on the assumption 
that the arguments can still be joined and should be joined.” Michael Walzer, 
“Retrieving Arguments within the Jewish Political Tradition,” The Institute 
Letter (Spring 2010): 1, 4–5. This article retrieves sources, not arguments; our 
claim, at the most general level, is that these sources may serve as resources for 
arguments that the sources themselves do not explicitly make, and that we do 
not ourselves make. We will return to this point below.



Levisohn & Herman            25VOL. 6 2017 |

variations of this formula at least six other times.14 Besides Sefer 
ha-Ḥinukh, where does the communal mitzvot category appear?

In fact, the concept of communal mitzvot has deep roots in 
the Jewish legal tradition. Many have understood the category 
of parashiyot, which appears in early enumerations of the 613 
commandments, to denote commandments that devolve upon 
the entire community. The great tenth-century jurist Sa‘adia 
Gaon seems to be the earliest thinker to explicitly link the term 
parashiyot with communal mitzvot. He suggests that there are 
sixty five commandments within the category, but the surviving 
texts are somewhat unclear.15 In the eleventh century, Samuel ben 
Ḥofni Gaon refers to twenty commandments within the category 
of communal mitzvot.16 At the conclusion of his list of positive 
commandments (in his Sefer ha-Mitzvot), Maimonides explains 
that among the positive commandments are “commandments 
which are an obligation on the community rather than on each 
person.” In addition, Maimonides frequently makes explicit that 
a given commandment is the responsibility of the court, a point 
to which we will return a bit further on. In the thirteenth century, 
Naḥmanides refers to ten specific requirements, listed in the 
Mishnaic tractate Megillah 4:3, as ḥovot ha-tzibbur, “obligations 
of the community.”17 Other sources likewise refer to the idea of 
communal obligation in discussions of specific mitzvot.18

In one sense, then, the category of communal mitzvot is a 
familiar one, attested in a variety of sources in a variety of ways. 

14  Commandments 107, 408, 520, 526, 527, 604.
15  For the medieval discussion of the term parashiyot, see Marc Herman, 

“Systematizing God’s Law: Rabbanite Jurisprudence in the Islamic World from 
the Tenth to the Thirteenth Centuries,” (PhD diss., University of Pennsylvania, 
2016), 241–44.

16  See Samuel ben Ḥofni Gaon’s Kitāb fī al-Sharāʾiʿ in David Sklare, Samuel 
ben Hofni Gaon and his Cultural World: Texts & Studies (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 25–26, 
lines 795–849 (Hebrew pagination).

17  Milḥamot Hashem, Tractate Megillah, folio 3a (Alfasi pagination). For the 
Talmudic discussion of these commandments, see b. Megillah 23b.

18  For a full list of references that we have uncovered, see the Appendix to 
this article.
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We are not talking about an obscure phenomenon; anyone with a 
robust exposure to the Jewish legal tradition has experience with 
some of the more obvious examples. At the same time, the sources 
rarely describe or theorize this category at any length, and do 
not use consistent terms to refer to it. The classical, medieval, 
early modern and modern sources instead often do little more 
than mention this category in passing. For example, the formula 
“devolves on the community” seems to function as something of 
a technical term in Sefer ha-Ḥinukh, but the author never explains 
it or clarifies its function. There is likewise little discussion of 
what the category of communal mitzvot includes and what it 
excludes, or of the criteria of inclusion.19 Typically, references to 
communal obligation appear to function as a kind of fallback: if 
a given obligation does not devolve on the individual, an author 
will write that it is the responsibility of the community, and leave 
it at that.

How Are Communal Obligations Operationalized?

This lacuna is particularly curious due to seemingly obvious, 
practical questions about how to operationalize a communal 
obligation. If an individual homeowner is obligated to place a 
parapet around his roof (cf. Deuteronomy 22:8), we may certainly 
have a lot of questions about how to fulfill that obligation: What 
constitutes a satisfactory parapet? What kinds of roofs are 
included in the obligation and what kinds are excluded? What 
happens to violators? But the basic dynamic, the fundamental 
logic of religiously-motivated obligation, is clear: the Torah 
instructs an individual to perform an action, or refrain from 

19  We have not been able to uncover any academic scholarship about the 
concept of communal mitzvot that might help elucidate where it is applied, 
what it encompasses, how it might have been operationalized in the case of 
specific mitzvot in specific historical times and places, or how it may have drawn 
on ideas found in other legal systems. To note one parallel worthy of further 
investigation, Islamic law also distinguishes between individual and communal 
obligations, farḍ al-ʿayn and farḍ al-kifāya.
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doing a certain action. The corollary regarding communal 
mitzvot, however, is far from obvious. Thus, one twentieth-
century rabbinic commentator suggests that just as an individual 
must erect a parapet on his roof, so, too, a community must erect 
fences or guide rails in public spaces.20 But who must do so? 
Which corporate entity bears this obligation? And how are we to 
think about the nature of those obligations?

Given these questions, it is noteworthy that Maimonides, 
when discussing communal obligations, frames those 
obligations in terms of the activities of the bet din, the communal 
court, as representative of the community.21 Maimonides is 
somewhat less abstract than other medieval jurists, who employ 
looser formulae, like Naḥmanides’s ḥovot ha-tzibbur (“obligations 
of the community”) or the author of Sefer ha-Ḥinukh’s mitzvot 
ha-mutalot ‘al ha-tzibbur (“commandments that devolve upon 
the community”). Perhaps due to his interest in formulating a 
legal guidebook, Maimonides typically employs more concrete 
language. For example, when elaborating the commandment to 

20  Yeruham Fischel Perla, Sefer ha-Mitzvot le-Rasag (Jerusalem: Keshet, 
1973), 2:109. 

21  We will refer to the bet din with its Hebrew term, rather than in translation 
(“court”), because the authors in question discuss functions of the bet din that 
go far beyond the adjudication of disputes. The bet din, in other words, is 
imagined to be a kind of local government, or perhaps more specifically, the 
executive and judicial branches of government. This will become clear in the 
sources we will quote from Maimonides, for whom the bet din functions as a 
political-legal institution with distinct powers and authority, enforcing certain 
administrative practices. Relatedly, Joseph Soloveitchik depicts the court’s role 
in the sanctification of the new months and related matters as representatives 
of the nation as a whole. Interpreting Maimonides, Soloveitchik suggests that 
if the court ceases to function, the responsibility to fulfill these commandments 
would return to the people. It is not entirely clear, however, how “the people” 
would fulfill many of these requirements. For his depiction and similar 
interpretations found in the writings of other modern rabbinic authorities, see 
the sources in Aaron Cohen, “The Parameters of Rabbinic Authority: A Study 
of Three Sources,” Tradition: A Journal of Orthodox Jewish Thought 27, no. 4 (1993): 
118–119n14.
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establish cities of refuge, as commanded in Deuteronomy 19:1–
10, he writes, “The bet din is obligated to orient the roads towards 
the refuge cities, and to fix them and expand them, and remove 
from them any obstacles.”22 For Maimonides, this infrastructure 
project is a communal obligation, and it is not incumbent on any 
particular individual to pick up a shovel and get to work. The 
communal obligation instead rests upon the designated agents 
of the community, the bet din. By assigning the communal bet din 
the role of fulfilling communal mitzvot, Maimonides tackles the 
implicit problem of how to discharge these obligations.

Likewise, when Maimonides discusses the commandment to 
establish accurate weights and measures, he describes a detailed 
administrative structure:

The bet din is obligated to appoint inspectors in every province 
and district, who will survey the shops and correct the scales and 
prices … They are permitted to [impose corporal punishment] 
and to impose a fine upon anyone in whose possession is 
found a deficient weight or measure or an imperfect scale.23 

A third example is Maimonides’ discussion of the obligation to 
accompany travelers—which, in his conception, is not merely an 
act of generosity but a matter of public safety:

[The local bet din] may coerce traveler-accompaniment [i.e., 
it may coerce participation in a traveler-accompaniment 
regime], just as it coerces [contributions to] communal 
charity, and the bet din would arrange for representatives for 
the purpose of accompanying someone who is passing from 
place to place.24 

Maimonides does not explicitly say that this is a communal 
obligation. In practice, however, the bet din is responsible for 
protecting travelers. In order to fulfill this responsibility, the bet 

22  Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Rotzeaḥ u-Shemirat Nefesh, 8:5.
23  Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Genevah, 8:20.
24  Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Avel, 14:3.
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din has license to conscript individuals to do the necessary work.
Maimonides seems to be an outlier in his consistent 

translation of communal obligations into the administrative 
framework of a functioning local political-legal institution 
known as the bet din. But there is another institution that plays 
an analogous role to the bet din in other sources, namely, the 
Temple. Many writers describe various sacrifices and practices 
of the Temple cult as communal obligations. For example, an 
early rabbinic source refers to certain Temple sacrifices as 
“an obligation of the community” (ḥovat ha-tzibbur).25 In one 
location in his commentary on the Talmud, Rashi contrasts 
the water libation with the wine libation, asserting that the 
former is “an obligation of the community.”26 The author of 
Sefer ha-Ḥinukh writes that the mitzvah to appoint a high priest 
“obtains when the Temple stands, and the obligation to do so 
devolves on the community, like building the Temple [itself] and 
[creating] its vessels.”27 These communal obligations are linked 
to—indeed, their fulfilment is only possible with the existence 
of—a functioning institution with its own set of administrative 
practices. Setting aside the historical question of how the Temples 
functioned, or how some future Temple is envisioned, these texts 
assume that if there is a Temple, there will be an administrative 
structure and a set of administrative practices that may enact 
communal obligations.

Maimonides thus tethers communal obligations to an 
envisioned representative governmental institution, the bet din. 
In some other texts we find communal obligations tethered to 
an envisioned ritual institution, the Temple. Yet in other cases, 
the sources fail to explicate who is responsible for fulfilling a 
given obligation. What does it mean that there is a communal 
obligation to appoint a king? To redeem captives? To educate 
children? Who is supposed to carry out these obligations, given 

25  Sifra, Dibura de-Nedava, 2:3, 13:7.
26  Rashi, b. Zevaḥim 111a (s.v. Ravina).
27  Sefer ha-Ḥinukh, Commandment 107.
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that no particular individual is responsible? Does the entire 
category of communal mitzvot rest on an assumption about 
sovereignty, at least local sovereignty if not national sovereignty? 
Does it rest on the existence of political institutions to carry out 
the “will of the people”?28 If so, should these mitzvot fall on the 
representatives of the community, like the councils or other 
leadership positions that governed the medieval and early 
modern Jewish communities?

Imagine that the text of the Preamble to the US Constitution 
were not an explanation of what the Constitution (and the 
government that it calls into being) is designed to do, but a free-
standing statement of communal responsibility: The framers 
declare an obligation “to form a more perfect union, establish 
justice, insure domestic tranquility, provide for the common 
defense, promote the general welfare, and secure the blessings of 
liberty to ourselves and our posterity.” These goals are admirably 
aspirational, but how would we pursue them? Who would be 
responsible, and in what ways? That, more or less, is what we find 
in much of the Jewish legal literature on communal mitzvot.

What is Included in the Category of Communal Obligations?

What we have, then, are cases or instances. To expand the data 
set beyond the examples already mentioned, a well-known 
rabbinic text claims that Israel as a collective was commanded 
to fulfill three mitzvot when they entered the Land of Israel: 
appointing a king, eradicating the Amalekites, and building 

28  There is a vast literature on the governance of medieval and early 
modern Jewish communities, including the basis for communal decision-
making. The most recent review is Haim Shapira, “Majority Rule in the Jewish 
Legal Tradition,” Hebrew Union College Annual  82 (2012): 161–201. Note that a 
small number of communal obligations are linked to national sovereignty. For 
example, the author of Sefer ha-Ḥinukh writes, regarding the establishment of 
cities of refuge, “this commandment is enacted when Israel resides on its land, 
and it is one of the commandments that devolve upon the king and the whole 
community” (emphases added; Commandment 520). 
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the Temple.29 Another talmudic passage indicates that the 
community is obligated to perform circumcision of a newborn 
boy if the father is unable or unwilling to do so.30 Most medieval 
authorities affirm the view that public recitation of the Torah 
is a communal obligation, rather than an obligation upon any 
particular individual.31 Similarly, some sources indicate that 
public recitation of the seven marital blessings at a wedding 
feast is a communal obligation that rests on the assembled 
as a collective.32 As we discussed at the outset, the Jewish legal 
tradition has understood the establishment of a judicial system 
to rest upon the community rather than on the individual,33  
an obligation that is traditionally imagined to extend to non-
Jewish communities.34 Other jurists have identified communal 

29  See b. Sanhedrin 20b and Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Melakhim, 
1:1. The Hebrew phrase, be-kenisatan la-aretz “upon their entering the land,” 
is ambiguous, like its English translation. It may refer to the moment of 
commandment (i.e., that they were commanded upon entering the land) or the 
moment of intended fulfillment (i.e., that they were commanded earlier to do 
these things upon entering the land).

30  See b. Kiddushin 29a.
31  See Mendel Shapiro, “Qeri’at ha-Torah by Women: A Halakhic Analysis,” 

Edah Journal, 1, no.2 (2001): 5–7.
32  See Yehuda Herzl Henkin, Responsa Benei Banim, 3:27.
33  b. Sanhedrin 17b cites a baraita that lists ten requirements for a city in 

which a scholar may live, including the establishment of a court of justice. 
These requirements may be taken as indicators of a civilized culture, but they 
may also express specific communal obligations to provide these services. The 
list appears in Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot De’ot, 4:23. 

34  As noted above, it is the only one of the seven Noahide laws in b. 
Sanhedrin 56a that is communal, rather than individual.



32 “This is One of the Commandments” | TJJT

obligations to relieve poverty,35 provide health care,36 educate 
children,37 establish a communal calendar,38 build a communal 
house of prayer,39 and provide for the burial of the dead.40 

How many communal obligations are there? That depends on 
how one counts, both how one individuates distinct obligations 
(for example, there are a number of communal sacrifices) and 
what sources one examines to identify an “obligation.” Perhaps 
most problematically, jurists seem to invoke this category 
inconsistently; we are struck by the way certain mitzvot appear 
in the writings of one authority but not others. And, finally, it 
depends on what one makes of some ambiguous cases. 

For example, Maimonides codifies the commandment, 
stated in Deuteronomy 31:9–13, to gather the entire nation for a 
communal reading of the Torah (known as Hakhel): “It is a positive 
commandment to assemble the entire people of Israel, men, 

35  The list of ten requirements for a city, cited above in n. 32, includes the 
presence of a communal charitable fund. Shuli Passow, “The Compassionate 
Society: Jewish Law and Communal Responsibility Toward the Poor” 
(unpublished, 2006), describes the dual nature of the obligation to address 
poverty: individual, via the biblical injunctions to provide agricultural products 
(Leviticus 19:9–10; Deuteronomy 24: 19–21; see also m. Pe’ah ch. 8); and 
communal, via the establishment of relief funds to provide food, clothing, and 
dowries and trousseaux for brides (e.g., in b. Bava Batra 8a–b).

36  The list of ten requirements for a city, cited above in n. 32, includes the 
presence of a physician. See also Shulḥan Arukh, Yoreh De’ah, 249:16. Fred Rosner, 
“Physicians’ Strikes and Jewish Law,” Journal of Halacha and Contemporary Society 
25 (1993): 37–48, notes that the obligation to save lives is both individual and 
communal.

37  The list of ten requirements for a city, cited above in n. 32, includes the 
presence of a teacher of children; see also b. Bava Batra 21b, which indicates that 
the primary responsibility to educate lies with the parents, while the secondary 
responsibility lies with the community. See also Michael Broyde, “Why Educate? 
A Jewish Law Perspective,” Journal of Catholic Legal Studies 44 (2005): 179–94.

38  Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Kiddush ha-Ḥodesh, 1:5; 1:7. Note that 
this example, unlike others, may rest on simple necessity: individuals cannot 
establish a calendar that must be shared by the whole community.

39  Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Tefillah, 11:1.
40  b. Mo’ed Katan 27b.
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women, and children, at the conclusion of the sabbatical year.”41 
It is unclear if this is a communal obligation or if it falls on a 
particular person or institution, such as a leader who is supposed 
to carry out the act of assembling. Or consider the mitzvah of 
visiting the sick: The Jewish community of Avignon in sixteenth-
century France required members to visit the sick, imposing 
a penalty for non-compliance.42 This may be a communal 
obligation, or it may constitute the communal enforcement of 
individual obligations—no different than the contemporary 
communal enforcement of the individual obligation to pay taxes. 
In these and other cases, the absence of a shared definition of 
communal obligations leaves us with ambiguous criteria of 
inclusion.

How Communal Obligations Function: Three Modes 

When we examine the laws considered to be communal 
obligations, identified in the appendix to this article, there are 
some that may be characterized as obligations that fall to the 
community when an individual is unable or unwilling to fulfill 
them. This is one way that communal obligations work, one 
functional mode. Under certain circumstances, the community 
must step in as a social or ritual “safety net.” In some instances, 
the non-compliant or unavailable individual is the parent, and 
the community acts, quite literally, in loco parentis. Thus, the 
community is obligated to step in to circumcise or educate a child 
whose parents did not do so. Maimonides, following the Talmud, 
likewise declares that should an individual die without leaving 
anybody obligated to mourn on their behalf, the community 
must appoint ten “mourners” to receive condolences for their 
“loss.”43 In this example, the unavailable individual is not the 

41  Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Ḥagigah, 3:1
42  See the 1558 takkanot ha-kahal of Avignon, published in R. Maulde, ed., 

“Les Juifs dans les États français du Pape au moyen age,” Revue des études juives 
8 (1884): 105–106.

43  Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Avel, 13:4. For the Talmudic 
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parent, so the “safety net” functions more broadly than when 
the community acts in loco parentis. In other circumstances, if the 
person with the primary obligation is unavailable or unwilling, it 
is the community’s responsibility to figure out how best to satisfy 
the obligation.44

To clarify, this concept appears to be distinct from the 
more general concept of ‘arevut, a technical term indicating the 
mutual responsibility of individuals within the community for 
each other—including the responsibility of individuals for the 
fulfillment of others’ obligations. The concept of ‘arevut is surely 
relevant to any Jewish conception of community. However, the 
‘arevut paradigm diverges from communal mitzvot that operate in 
a “safety net” mode, because the obligated party within the ‘arevut 
paradigm is an individual and not the community as a whole.

One possible implication for thinking about communal 
obligations as a “safety net” is that jurists implicitly recognize 
that any community will be comprised of not just strict 
adherents to the law, but also the more lax—sinners as well as 
saints. There will always be a diversity of capacity or will to fulfill 
individual obligations, and membership in a community means 
acknowledging this reality and accepting the obligations that 
flow from it. A community must see its members’ obligations—
or at least, some of the obligations of its members—as, ultimately, 
its own. This conception may carry seeds of paternalism; some 
may take it as providing a license for communal coercion that 
would trample the autonomy of individuals. That is a danger of 
which we must be aware. But the point remains: communities 

discussion, see b. Shabbat 152a–b.
44  The performance of the ‘eglah ‘arufah ritual, in Deuteronomy 21, might be 

tangentially related to this conception as well: since the (unknown) murderer 
has not fulfilled his responsibility (not to harm the victim), the community, 
represented by its elders, must now step in—not to protect the victim, but to 
carry out the atonement ritual to compensate for the unresolved murder. It is 
not a complete fit, however, because the communal mitzvah that is triggered by 
the individual’s non-compliance (i.e., to atone for the crime) is different than 
the individual mitzvah itself (i.e., not to kill).
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step in when individuals cannot do what they must.
In other cases, communal mitzvot seem to operate differently. 

Rather than operating as a “safety net” when individuals cannot, 
or will not, fulfill their obligations, Jewish legal sources in this 
second category seem to envision the community functioning as 
a corporate agent that can enter into relationships with others. 
Paradigmatically, the Jewish community is understood to have 
established a covenantal relationship with God, a corporate 
covenantal relationship, in which the covenant is established 
with the people as a whole. In this respect, the concept of 
covenant is no different than any state treaty. While individuals 
may join the corporate covenant, they do not create individual 
covenants on their own. A similar idea may be found in a midrash 
on Deuteronomy 29:14, which declares that every Jewish soul, 
present and future, stood at Sinai.45 This midrash does not suggest 
that every Jew establishes an independent covenant, but rather 
that every Jew participates in the collective covenant.

This conception is not merely lofty theology, but appears to 
underlie particular communal obligations, such as obligations 
concerning Temple rituals or public recitations of the Torah. 
According to a variety of sources, the community is obligated to 
perform these communal mitzvot as a corporate entity, just as a 
state as a corporate entity, as opposed to an individual citizens of 
the state, is obligated by virtue of a treaty. Unlike the communal 
mitzvot in the first category, individual failings to fulfill one’s duties 
do not trigger these obligations. Instead, obligations within this 
category appear to be generated by some understanding by the 
relevant legal authority of what the covenant entails, and what 
the Divine partner in that covenant demands. 

This is not to say that there is no purpose to these mitzvot 
beyond obedience or compliance with the covenant. The selection 
of a king, for example, has its own logical rationale beyond its 
Divine mandate. Once one frames the selection of a king as a 
communal mitzvah, as some texts do, the selection process is no 

45  Midrash Tanḥuma, Nitzavim 3.
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longer merely a struggle for power or a beneficial act by a person 
or a group imposing order on the larger society. Instead, the 
selection process enters the conceptual realm of the community 
acting as a corporate agent, fulfilling its covenantal mandates.

There are additional communal obligations that do not seem 
to fit in either the “safety net” mode or the “corporation” mode. 
For example, the communal obligation to establish a judicial 
system with which we began this article is clearly not based on 
a conception of the community as fulfilling an obligation that 
rightly ought to be fulfilled by an individual, as in the “safety 
net” conception. Nor is the obligation to establish a judicial 
system fully explained by the conception of the community as 
a corporate entity in relationship to a Divine Other. It is true, 
of course, that there is a practical consideration here. Even if 
an individual wanted to create a judicial system independent 
of the community, why would anyone pay attention? There is 
logical entailment: the obligation cannot be individual, so it must 
devolve to the community. But there would seem to be more to 
it than that. A third conception seems to be at work, or a third 
functional mode, according to which communal obligations 
function as the expression, or enactment, of what we may call 
“communal virtues.”

Why is the community obligated to establish a judicial 
system? Not because individuals have failed to do so, as with the 
communal obligation to educate a child, and not merely because 
the establishment of a judicial system represents the community 
acting as a corporate body, as in the performance of the Temple 
rituals or the selection of a king. Rather, the establishment 
of a judicial system may constitute the enactment of an ideal 
community. Individuals must act justly, but the requirement 
to establish a judicial system transcends those individual 
obligations. It reflects, instead, the ideal of a just community. 

We might think about other communal mitzvot in a parallel 
fashion. The community, and not just the individuals that 
comprise it, ought to be generous, and so the community is 



Levisohn & Herman            37VOL. 6 2017 |

obligated to establish a communal charity fund.46 The community 
ought to be united around shared festivals, and so the community 
is obligated in the establishment of a communal calendar. The 
community ought to be secure, and so the community is obligated 
in acts of self-defense.

There is certainly some ambiguity here. Some of the 
communal obligations may fall into either the second category or 
the third, depending on how we understand them. Or, conversely, 
the functional modes may act as interpretive lenses, helping us to 
see alternative possible framings of the meaning of particular 
mitzvot. The communal obligation to eradicate Amalek is an 
intriguing example. If we consider this communal obligation in 
the second mode, then we will focus on protecting the corporate 
body from the historical enemies that threaten it, or on realizing 
the divinely ordained annihilation of the Amalekites. On the other 
hand, if we consider this communal obligation in the third mode, 
we may identify a less-obvious value: that communities must be 
particularly attuned to the ways in which the weakest members 
are the most vulnerable to threats, whether external or internal. 
Perhaps that communal ideal, then, which we might consider a 
version of the “preferential option for the poor”47 or the priority 
of the worst-off, is what lies underneath the communal mitzvah. 

While each of the three modes are significant to the 
development of a conception of community that employs the 
resources of the Jewish legal tradition, the third mode is the most 
generative for imagining or re-imagining Jewish community. 
When we look at communal obligations as expressions or 
enactments of values—viewed through the eyes of the authors 
of the community’s authoritative legal texts—we do not emerge 

46  See, for example, Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Matanot ‘Aniyim,  
9:1.

47  See, for example, the Apostolic Letter of Pope Paul VI, “Octogesima 
Adveniens,” from 1971: “In teaching us charity, the Gospel instructs us in the 
preferential respect due to the poor and the special situation they have in 
society.”
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with a full-blown theory of Jewish community. But we do gain a 
window into what that community wishes to be.

Conclusion

In pursuing our inquiry into this topic, we do not mean to 
suggest that we must restrict our thinking about communal 
ideals to the communal mitzvot that we have discussed here. 
Surely, communal mitzvot  do not exhaust our ideals. Likewise, 
we do not mean to suggest the category of communal mitzvot 
is inherently more important as a resource for imagining or 
re-imagining Jewish community than other textual resources. 
But we find the category fascinating, sometimes puzzling, and 
frequently generative. 

We initially asked what might we learn about a conception of 
community from Jewish legal texts about communal mitzvot, how 
those texts might provide a window into what that community 
wishes itself to be, and how they might serve as resources. Our 
investigation has not answered these questions in a definitive 
way. But we believe that we have shown some of the rich potential 
within these texts for imagining Jewish community, and we hope 
that others will follow this initial exploration with more general 
and systematic analyses of the category, as well as more focused 
explorations of particular communal obligations. 
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Appendix: Laws designated as obligations that devolve on 
the community

This thematically-organized appendix represents the fruits of our 
exploration of rabbinic literature for laws that particular authors 
or texts categorize as communal commandments. We define 
“rabbinic literature” broadly, not restricting ourselves to late 
antiquity. We identified these cases through searches of primary 
literature for key terms (e.g., ḥovat bet din, ḥovat ha-tzibbur, kol 
yisrael, etc.,) and by utilizing selected secondary literature. We do 
not restrict ourselves to obligations that appear in the medieval 
lists of enumerated biblical commandments. Rather, we take 
our cues from the data themselves, including any articulation 
of a communal obligation. While we cannot be sure that the list 
below is comprehensive, the fifty-odd examples represent our 
best effort at this time.

The table below cites only one or two of the widely-known 
sources for each case, with a preference for earlier sources. 
Naturally, each case receives treatment in many more sources 
and each may be worthy of its own investigation. In cases in 
which we cited more recent literature, we could not locate explicit 
sources in earlier texts. Finally, as mentioned in the body of this 
article, the classification of particular cases remains ambiguous 
and subject to disagreement. We have tried to be precise about 
our criterion of inclusion. In each case, we have uncovered some 
indication that the obligation is understood to devolve on the 
community as a whole, rather than on individuals within the 
community.
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A. Temple-related laws

1. Build the Temple Maimonides, Sefer ha-Mitzvot, 
Conclusion of Positive 
Commandments; Mishneh Torah, 
Hilkhot Melakhim, 1:1; Sefer ha-
Ḥinukh, Commandment 95

2. Offer communal 
sacrifices [particular 
sacrifices are 
also frequently 
labeled communal 
obligations; this 
entry refers to the 
general obligation]

Sifra, Dibura de-Nedava, 2:3, 13:7; 
Samuel ben Ḥofni, Sefer ha-Mitzvot 
(Judeo-Arabic), Part II, chap. 14; 
Maimonides, Mishneh Torah , 
Hilkhot Klei ha-Mikdash, 6:1; Sefer 
ha-Ḥinukh, Commandment 401

3. Offer the paschal 
sacrifice

Rashi, b. Zevaḥim 117a, s.v. kol ha-
nidar

4. Make priestly 
garments

Yeruham Fischel Perla, Sefer ha-
Mitzvot le-Rasag, 3:439

5. Evaluate the price of 
land donated to the 
Temple

Naḥmanides, Milḥamot Hashem, 
Tractate Megillah, 3a (Alfasi 
pagination)

6. Anoint high priests Sefer ha-Ḥinukh, Commandment 
107

7. Anoint high priests 
of war

Sefer ha-Ḥinukh, Commandment 
526
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B. Communal leadership 

8. Appoint a king b. Sanhedrin 20b; Maimonides, 
Sefer ha-Mitzvot, Conclusion of 
Positive Commandments; Mishneh 
Torah, Hilkhot Melakhim, 1:1; Sefer ha-
Ḥinukh, Commandment 497

9. Avoid appointing a 
non-Jewish king

Sefer ha-Ḥinukh, Commandment 
498

C. Justice, Defense, Economy and General Societal Flourishing

10. Redeem captives Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, 
Hilkhot Malveh ve-Loveh, 1:6; see also 
Hilkhot Naḥalot, 7:5

11. Ensure that a Jewish 
slave is freed

Perla, Sefer ha-Mitzvot le-Rasag, 
3:253

12. Establish a judicial 
system (see Deut. 
16:18)

Maimonides,Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot 
Sanhedrin, 1:1; Sefer ha-Ḥinukh, 
Commandment 491; see also b. 
Sanhedrin 17b

13. Establish an 
educational system

b. Bava Batra 21a; see Perla, Sefer 
ha-Mitzvot le-Rasag, 1:244

14. Eradicate Amalek 
(see Deut. 25:17–19)

Maimonides, Sefer ha-Mitzvot, 
Conclusion of Positive 
Commandments; Mishneh Torah, 
Hilkhot Melakhim 1:1 (see however 
there, 5:4–5); Sefer ha-Ḥinukh, 
Commandment 604

15. Establish cities of 
refuge (see Deut. 
19:1–10)

Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Rotzeaḥ 
u-Shemirat Nefesh, 8:5; Sefer ha-
Ḥinukh, Commandment 520

cont’d
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16. Establish Levite 
cities (see Lev. 25:32–
34; Num. 35:1–8)

Sefer ha-Ḥinukh, Commandment 
408

17. Appoint guardians 
for the property of 
orphans

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, 
Hilkhot To‘en ve-Nit‘an, 5:9; Hilkhot 
Naḥalot 10:4–5

18. Act “beyond the 
letter of the law”

Moses Schreiber, Responsa Ḥatam 
Sofer, 2:239 §9; Isaac Weiss, 
Responsa Minḥat Yitzḥak, 5:121

19. Collect charity Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, 
Hilkhot Matanot ‘Aniyim, 9:1, 9:3; 
Hilkhot Naḥalot, 11:11; see also b. 
Bava Batra 8a–8b

20. Provide health care b. Sanhedrin 17b; see Eliezer 
Waldenberg, Responsa Tzitz Eliezer, 
5:4

21. Visit the sick See the 1558 takkanot ha-kahal of 
Avignon, published in R. Maulde, 
ed., “Les Juifs dans les États français 
du Pape au moyen age,” Revue des 
études juives 8 (1884): 105–106

22. Police the market Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, 
Hilkhot Genevah, 8:20

23. Fix prices b. Bava Batra, 8b; Maimonides, 
Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Mekhirah, 
14:1, 14:9; Shulḥan Arukh, Ḥoshen 
Mishpat, 231:27

24. Protect public 
domains

Perla, Sefer ha-Mitzvot le-Rasag, 
2:108

25. Accompany travelers Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, 
Hilkhot Avel, 14:3
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26. Appoint mourners 
for those who lack 
family to mourn

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, 
Hilkhot Avel, 13:4

27. Bury the dead Samuel ben Ḥofni, Sefer ha-Mitzvot, 
Part II, chap. 14

28. Perform various 
rituals after burial

Naḥmanides, Milḥamot Hashem, 
Tractate Megillah, 3a (Alfasi 
pagination)

29. Proclaim publically 
when the 
community faces a 
crisis

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, 
Hilkhot Ta‘aniyot, 1:1, 1:3

D. Ritual Laws

30. Sanctify new months Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, 
Hilkhot Kiddush ha-Ḥodesh, 1:5, 1:7; 
Sefer ha-Ḥinukh, Commandment 4

31. Blow the shofar 
during Musaf of 
Rosh ha-Shanah

Abraham Karelitz, Sefer Ḥazon 
Ish, Oraḥ Ḥayim, Hilkhot Rosh ha-
Shanah, 137 §4

32. Calculate shemita 
and yovel, blow the 
shofar to inaugurate 
those years

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, 
Hilkhot Shemitah ve-Yovel, 10:1, 10:10

33. Deliver a sermon on 
Shabbat before Passover 
(Shabbat ha-Gadol)

Jacob Moelin, Sefer Maharil, 
Sheloshim Yom Kodem le-Pesaḥ, §1

34. Perform the red heifer 
ritual (see Num. 19)

Sefer ha-Ḥinukh, Commandment 
397

35. Establish an eruv Schreiber, Responsa Ḥatam Sofer, 
1:99
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36. Recite Torah publicly Naḥmanides, Milḥamot Hashem, 
Tractate Megillah, 3a (Alfasi pagination)

37. Recite seven marital 
blessings

Naḥmanides, Milḥamot Hashem, 
Tractate Megillah, 3a (Alfasi pagination)

38. Read megillot on 
festivals

See Ovadiah Yosef, Yabi‘a Omer, 
Oraḥ Ḥayim, 1:29

39. Establish a minyan Maimonides, Mishneh Torah,  Hilkhot 
Tefillah, 11:1; Nathaniel Weil, Korban Netanel, 
Megillah 3:7, subparagraph no. 80

40. Maintain ten people 
in synagogue

Tzvi Pesaḥ Frank, Responsa Har 
Tzvi, Oraḥ Ḥayim, 2:131

41. Read Torah portion 
of Amalek 

Menasheh Klein, Responsa Mishneh 
Halakhot, 16:134

42. Recite certain 
communal prayers

Naḥmanides, Milḥamot Hashem, 
Tractate Megillah, 3a (Alfasi pagination)

43. Circumcise a 
newborn boy (when 
not performed by 
father)

b. Kiddushin 29a; Maimonides, 
Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Milah, 1:1

44. Ritually atone for 
unsolved murder 
(see Deut. 21:1–9)

Sefer ha-Ḥinukh, Commandment 
530

45. Recite God’s name in 
invitation to recite 
grace after meals

Naḥmanides, Milḥamot Hashem, 
Tractate Megillah, 3a (Alfasi 
pagination)

46. Destroy an 
idolatrous city (see 
Deut. 13:13–19)

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, 
Hilkhot ‘Avodat Kokhavim, 4:6
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E. General enforcement of the law

47. Prevent others from 
sinning

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, 
Hilkhot Ma’akhalot Asurot, 17:8; 
Hilkhot Nezirut, 4:16, Hilkhot 
Sanhedrin, 24:4

48. Impose 
punishments

Perla, Sefer ha-Mitzvot le-Rasag, 3:4

49. Fulfill capital 
punishment (if the 
witnesses, the primary 
executioners, do not 
succeed)

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, 
Hilkhot Sanhedrin, 15:1

50. Execute extra-
judicial punishments

Samuel ben Ḥofni, Sefer ha-Mitzvot, 
Part II, chap. 14

51. Appoint “blood 
avenger” (see Num. 
35:11–35)

Naḥmanides, “Forgotten” Positive 
Commandment 13, Animadversions to  
Maimonides, Sefer ha-Mitzvot
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Edmond Jabès and the “Writer’s 
Mission”: An Introduction
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In 1942, as Germany and Italy advanced onto North Africa, the 
poet Edmond Jabès briefly left Egypt for Mandate Palestine. 
From as early as 1933, Jabès had engaged in anti-Fascist activities 
aimed at opposing the rise of National Socialism, a position that 
jeopardized his safety with the attempted occupation of German 
Field Marshal Erwin Rommel. While in Jerusalem, he wrote of an 
existential precariousness with greater self-awareness than any 
categorical political position:

I’m looking for
a man I don’t know,
who’s never been more myself
than since I started to look for him.1

The poem, “Song of the Stranger,” first included in Chansons 
pour le repas de l’ogre [Songs for the Meal of the Ogre] (1947), anticipates 
themes of questioning oneself and one’s society prominent in 
Jabès’s works following his forced departure from Egypt in June 
1957, in which the fate of the Jew, in his exile, is explored.

Edmond Jabès was born in Cairo in 1912 to a well-off, 
French-speaking Jewish family. He married in 1935 and had 
two daughters, and he died in Paris in 1991. Jabès began writing 
in his late teens and, with his older brother, founded a short-
lived Egyptian-French cultural journal, L’Anthologie mensuelle 
[The Monthly Anthology], later renamed L’Alliance universelle [The 
Universal Alliance], in which his first poems appeared. His poems 
from this time first evince his commitment to narrow the 
cultural divide between what he saw as a distant cultural centre 
and his provincial home. Much of his earliest poetry, dating from 
the 1930s and published in both Egypt and France, is playful and 
marked by a neo-Romantic aesthetic. His poetry dating from 
the Second World War and afterwards shows the traces of a 
Surrealist style, although Jabès, mistrusting group affiliations, 
dissociated himself from the movement. In the late 1940s, he 

1  Edmond Jabès, “Song of the Stranger,” trans. Rosmarie Waldrop, in From 
the Book to the Book:  an Edmond Jabès Reader (Hanover and London:  Weslyan 
University Press, 1991), 10.
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founded with Georges Henein the imprint, La part du sable [The 
Sand’s Share] and, on his own in the mid-1950s, Le chemin des 
sources [The Sources’ Path]. During this time, Jabès was also active 
with the Groupement des Amitiés françaises [Association for French 
Friendship], a cultural organization that hosted many literary 
and cultural evenings with French writers visiting Cairo.

Before beginning his long-term project, Le Livre des Questions 
[The Book of Questions] (1963–1973),2 Jabès marked the end of his 
Egyptian years by gathering his poems into Je bâtis ma demeure, 
poèmes 1943–1957 [I Build My Dwelling, poems 1943–1957] (1959). The 
volume included a preface by the critic Gabriel Bounoure, whose 
friendship sustained Jabès through the perplexing years around 
his settling in France. The title’s defiant, affirmative tone belies 
the sense of dispossession aroused by war and expulsion: the 
dwelling was one that would be but built in words and, as such, 
impervious to any physical threat or attack.

Edmond Jabès was hopeful upon moving to France, a country 
he knew well through his education and travels. Walking through 
the Odéon neighbourhood one night, however, he came across 
some graffiti illuminated by a car’s headlights, the first line in 
French and the second, oddly, in English:

MORT AUX JUIFS
JEWS GO HOME3

He was bewildered, devastated. What troubled him more than 
the abhorrent call of death to the Jews and the exhortation 
to return to a country whose government had driven him out, 
was that the graffiti appeared to have been there for some time. 
No one had thought it sufficiently important to remove it. The 
neighbourhood’s inhabitants became tacitly complicit in the 

2  Subsequent books included Le Livre des Ressemblances [The Book of Resemblances] 
trilogy (1976–1980), Le Livre du Dialogue [The Book of Dialogue], Le Livre du Partage [The Book 
of Shares] (1987), and his final book, Le Livre de l’Hospitalité [The Book of Hospitality] (1991).

3  Edmond Jabès, Le Livre des Questions (Paris:  Gallimard, 1963), 56.
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graffiti’s author’s act. It was at this point that Jabès began work 
on The Book of Questions, his fragmentary poem-novel in which 
two adolescent survivors of Nazi killing centres, Sarah Schwall 
and Yukel Sefari, work through their loss against the backdrop of 
the reflections of a vast colloquy of rabbis. Jacques Derrida wrote 
of it: 

If absence is the soul of the question, if separation may 
only arise in the rupture of God—with God—, if the infinite 
distance of the Other may only be respected in the sands of a 
book in which wandering and the mirage are still possible, 
then The Book of Questions is at once the interminable song of 
absence and a book on the book.4

The first volume of The Book of Questions alludes to what Jabès 
called the “writer’s mission”: “He receives it from the word, which 
bears his suffering and hope in it. He examines the words that 
examine him, he accompanies the words that accompany him.”5  
A moral duty to question and further to be put into question 
was part and parcel of the Jew’s and the writer’s unending task 
and burden:  “…the difficulty of being a Jew…merges with the 
difficulty of writing; for Judaism and writing are but the same 
waiting, the same hope, the same wearing down.”6

This fundamental problem was further explored twenty years 
later in “Judaïsme et écriture” [Judaism and Writing], Edmond 
Jabès’s inaugural speech for the 1983–1984 course of study, 
delivered on November 30, 1983 at the Institut Universitaire 
d’Études Juives in Paris.7 Jabès, however, was nearly prevented 
from giving it. The then Israeli ambassador, Ovadia Soffer, stood 
at the podium and, without acknowledging him, spoke before 

4  Jacques Derrida, “Edmond Jabès et la question du livre” (1964), in L’écriture 
et la différence (Paris: Le Seuil, 1994), 104–105. All translations are mine, unless 
otherwise stated.

5  Jabès, Le Livre des Questions, 61.
6  Jabès, Le Livre des Questions, 132.
7  Edmond Jabès, “Judaïsme et écriture,” L’Écrit du temps, no. 5 (Winter 

1984), 5–15.
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him. The editors of the journal in which the speech appeared, 
L’Écrit du temps, summarized the events that disturbed all present:

To an audience who had come to listen to an author whose 
entire oeuvre is a meditation on writing’s relationship to 
Judaism, there was an effort that evening to impose a slant 
aiming at assigning a highly particular political and territorial 
framework to Judaism. An entirely inappropriate perspective, 
one would have thought, in this meeting place and in relation 
to the names it bears.8  

Unreservedly engaging in polemics was uncharacteristic of 
Edmond Jabès, save for when others, particularly those unable 
to defend themselves, were concerned.9 Nevertheless, the editors 
noted that in his speech Jabès had reflected on the “splits” or 
“rents” making up Judaism, as well as the splits between those 
discussing Judaism. He was conscious of the divisions and 
contradictions intrinsic to any group identity, even when there 
was an attempt to downplay or simply ignore them.

Parts of “Judaism and Writing” were rewritten and 
incorporated into Edmond Jabès’s 1985 book, Le Parcours [The 
Journey]. This later version of “Judaism and Writing” appeared 
in English in Midrash and Literature, an anthology of modern 
texts on Jewish biblical exegesis. The volume’s editors described 
Jabès’s text, along with Jacques Derrida’s commentary on Paul 
Celan, “Shibboleth,” as “latter-day midrashim…the open word, 
the open door, through which we are always just passing.”10

The reader of The Journey will not find any direct reference 
to the circumstances of the address of November 30, 1983. The 
introductory statement, for example, is removed. The book’s 
preliminary section nevertheless does allude to it, and in terms 
that demonstrate Edmond Jabès’s ceaseless commitment to 

8  Marie Moscovici and Jean-Michel Rey, “À propos,” L’Écrit du temps, no. 5 (Winter, 1984), 16. 
9  See, for example, Jabès’s letter of January 16, 1988 to Catherine David 

defending Paul Celan during the Heidegger and Nazism controversy, in Europe:  
revue littéraire mensuelle, no. 954 (October 2008), 310–311. 

10  “Introduction,” Midrash and Literature, Geoffrey H. Hartman and Sanford 
Budick eds. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), xiii.
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what he understood as the writer’s mission:

These pages of reflections, of persistent interrogations—
reflecting and questioning being, perhaps, useful merely for 
throwing to the mercy of thought, a reflection—are but leaves 
reserved for a book on hold within the book itself in which 
certainty has, as its adversary, certainty; in which, destitute, 
Jew and writer, through their common submission to the text, 
venture in search of their truth.11  
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Composed after the publication of his larger literary cycles, 
“Judaïsme et écriture” [Judaism and Writing] both summarizes 
and reflects upon the meditative questioning characteristic of 
Jabès’s work in connection with his personal relationship to these 
two themes. With typical candor and self-examination, Jabès 
begins this lecture with an account of his process composing it. 
This account leads to his announcement of the main theme that 
guides his lecture and opens the way for researchers to follow. 
“Both Judaism and writing,” he writes, “seem to me to participate 
in a single opening: the openness to a speech that we are called to 
live in its totality” (see below, 62). This opening, by virtue of opening 
onto something, is interpretation. It is the attempt to bridge the 
gap that separates the self from the other—even if that other is 
a part of oneself—which Jabès views as a lifelong undertaking. 
Jabès opens a view of Jewish existence as an interpretive process 
and of interpretation as ontologically creative. Constantly, he 
points to the everyday practice of interpretation and warns of 
the dangers of stagnation. Principal in this notion is the creative 
function of reading and the perpetual nature of the pursuit. 

“Judaism and Writing” is both an attempt to describe the in-
terpretive framework that guides his work and a case study in its 
application. His lecture centres on “the [key] that, having opened 
the greatest number of doors, had in the process of opening 
them become, an opening itself ” (62). He turns the common em-
phasis on interpretation that he finds in writing and in Judaism 
on itself. This reflexivity belies one of the core elements in the un-
derstanding of interpretation that Jabès puts forth, namely, that 
interpretation is a necessarily unceasing process. An individual 
act of interpretation can only be a stage along the way, which lat-
er must be critiqued by its own conclusions. Jabès writes:

to embrace the universe of a word is, on one hand, to apprehend it in 
the constant growth to which it is compelled by the terms that inhabit it 
and, on the other hand, to appreciate, relative to the new dimensions of 
the word, the progress of our reading; for reading is, perhaps, nothing 
but the substitution of one term for all those that have decrypted it (64).



Mesly              57VOL. 6 2017 |

Reading, in other words, is an exercise in mapping a shifting 
landscape of meanings—a desert. Jabès is not insensitive to the 
dangers of dogmatically holding onto one interpretation, having 
witnessed its effects both globally and personally. 

Jabès often mentions the practicality of this interpretive pro-
cess, specifically that it is lived out daily. And while he does give 
examples of this mode of interpretation, they remain, along with 
his discussion of the practice itself, abstract. This is especially 
true of a concept as frequent in his work as it is elusive: the Book. 
The concept of the Book answers the question, though it raises 
many more, as to what exactly is to be interpreted. But if it is to 
fulfill its role in Jabès’s work, the Book must remain unfixed and 
its meaning variable. The Book might be a specific discourse, a 
language, the infinite web of interlocked meanings that make up 
the human world, a culture, the perfect unity of meaning con-
tained in or spoken by God, or perhaps, finally, just a book. Yet 
I am tempted to replace this notion with one equally elusive, yet 
more familiar: the Book is reality. 

Reality, and not existence, not being, not truth, is what must 
always be retrieved and recreated. This is what it means to write, 
to recreate the Book by tracing one’s words over and from those 
of the Book. “Making the book, for a writer,” as Jabès notes, “is 
learning to read the book that is in the book” (68). Writing seeks 
to find reality even as it creates its own reality, by playing with 
the terms and silences offered in the world. Judaism is likewise 
defined by the Book, insofar as textuality is the mode through 
which the Jew communicates with God. So, in a discussion of 
the Shema prayer, Jabès writes: “The encounter with the text has 
replaced the encounter with God” (74). The text becomes, for 
Judaism, the highest reality. This leads again to the work of in-
terpretation as manifest in interrogation. As he points out, “the 
question to Judaism is the question of the book; for how to for-
mulate a question except by language?” (72) Both the writer and 
the Jew view reality in linguistic terms, and as such, existence for 
them is a process of reading. 
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It is because any one piece of writing is also only one reading 
of the Book that Jabès constantly returns to the negative space of 
works. The silences, margins, gaps, voids, Sabbaths, and deserts 
that occupy him are the sites of all that cannot be said, the indi-
cators of all that was excluded to produce this particular object. 
In writing this introduction, I am aware of all that I was unable 
to include. There are many connections and perspectives that re-
main occult, confined to the blank space that precedes even the 
question. If anything, I hope to have provided here a point of de-
parture, an opening, from which the conversation must neces-
sarily change, return, and begin all over again. 

In closing, I would like to express my thanks to many people 
who’ve helped with this project. First, to Viviane Jabès-Crasson, 
Nimet Frascaria, and Steven Jaron for their enthusiasm and 
helpful suggestions. Second, to Julia, Olenka, the editors of the 
journal, and the anonymous translation reviewers for reading 
over the various versions and drafts of this introduction and 
the translation, and also for providing new words and new 
perspectives. Finally, to Carrie and Harry, with whom I began 
this project, in a different form and in a different place.
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Judaism and Writing
Philippe Mesly (trans.)

Edmond Jabès, who was born in Cairo in 1912 and died in Paris in 1991, was an Egyp-
tian Jew who spoke and wrote in French. He is best known for his later works, such as 
the seven-volume The Book of Questions, and his for friendship and mutual fecundity 
with other prominent Jewish French intellectuals. In 1983 and to the inaugural assem-
bly at the Institut Universitaire d’Études Juives, he delivered a lecture aptly titled “Juda-
ism and Writing,” which weaves together personal reflections on his career with broader 
meditations on two significant themes of his work. The lecture serves as an excellent in-
troduction to his life and work, since it gives a sense of his character and takes up topics 
that preoccupy his larger works, without delving into their more experimental style.

He uses his own position as a writer and a Jew to examine the relation between 
these two roles, or identities, finding larger metaphysical connections between the two. 
He begins by characterizing his lecture as an “opening,” taking this notion as charac-
teristic of both Judaism and writing. This leads to a discussion of the ways that text is 
central to both. Refusing to make a single, coherent claim, he broaches this conversa-
tion by following and dropping different threads as they emerge, letting his own poetic 
meditations lead his thinking. In the process of examining the relation of Judaism and 
writing to one another and to a recurrent concept he labels the “the Book,” he deliberates 
on identity, the desert, revelation, representation, time, and the law. 
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Judaïsme et écriture
Edmond Jabès
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In response to the request made to me by the Membres du 
Conseil Scientifique of the Institut Universitaire d’Études Juives 
to deliver the inaugural lecture, my immediate impulse was to 
decline.

For a writer, whose only shelter is behind his writings, ac-
cepting such a charge is almost to attempt the impossible.

From the start, I was reminded of Emmanuel Lévinas’s ad-
mirable Talmudic lectures, so rich in lessons and reverberations, 
as well as other public lectures that I was fortunate enough to 
attend. 

It is no doubt against this word, “lecture,” that I struggled. It 
couldn’t help but embarrass me; followed by the word ‘inaugural,’ 
it frightened me. 

But little by little, the word “lecture” made itself less insistent, 
while the word ‘opening’ affirmed itself, each time, a little more. 

I was, at the heart of this new institute, the one to whom was 
conferred the key that would open the first door: a door opening 
onto other doors that, in their turn, teachers, researchers, think-
ers, each one the holder of an appropriate key, would gradually 
permit us to breach: successive doors of understanding regularly 
putting our acquired knowledge to the test.

I therefore persuaded myself that the first door had as its 
sole function to send us on to the others. The entrance door by 
which one must necessarily pass. 

“What is expected of me,” I said to myself, “is simply to in-
sert my key into the lock that has been reserved for me; once this 
is done, to turn it once or twice in the right direction, then to 
push open the hostile leaves of the door, now deprived of all re-
sistance.”

But if my role suddenly appeared to me fairly well defined, I 
still had to determine which key I would use; for although I was 
being asked to open a door, I was left the task of finding the key 
all alone.
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A la demande qui m’a été faite par les Membres du Conseil 
Scientifique de l’Institut Universitaire d’Études Juives, de pro-
noncer la conférence inaugurale d’usage, mon immédiate réac-
tion a été d’y répondre par la négative. 

Pour un écrivain, ne pouvant s’abriter que derrière ses écrits, 
accepter pareille charge est presque une gageure. 

D’emblée, me sont revenues à l’esprit les admirables leçons 
talmudiques d’Emmanuel Lévinas, si riches d’enseignement 
et de prolongements, ainsi que d’autres leçons publiques aux-
quelles il m’a été donné d’assister. 

C’est, sans doute, contre le mot « leçon » que je butais. Il ne 
pouvait que m’embarrasser; suivi du mot « inaugurale », il m’ef-
frayait. 

Mais, peu à peu, le mot « leçon » se fit moins insistant, tandis 
que, de son côté, le mot « ouverture » s’affirmait, chaque fois, un 
peu plus. 

J’étais, au sein de ce nouvel Institut, celui à qui l’on avait vou-
lu confier la clé qui ouvrirait la première porte: porte donnant 
sur d’autres qu’à leur tour, enseignants, chercheurs, penseurs, 
détenteurs chacun d’une clé appropriée, nous permettront, au 
fur et à mesure, de franchir: successives portes du savoir mettant 
quotidiennement à l’épreuve nos connaissances acquises. 

Je me persuadais donc que la première porte avait pour seule 
fonction de nous renvoyer aux autres. Porte d’entrée par laquelle 
il fallait obligatoirement passer. 

«Ce que l’on attend de moi—me disais-je—c’est tout 
simplement d’introduire ma clé dans la serrure qui m’a été 
réservée: ce geste accompli, de la tourner une ou deux fois dans le 
bon sens puis de pousser, devant moi, les deux battants hostiles, 
maintenant privés de toute résistance. » 

Mais si mon rôle m’apparaissait, soudain, assez bien défini, 
restait à savoir de quelle clé je me servirais; car si on m’avait de-
mandé d’ouvrir une porte, on me laissait le soin de trouver, tout 
seul, la clé. 
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The keys of which the writer makes use—quite the key ring—
are those that have permitted him to enter into his books.

Of all the keys arranged before me, which would I employ?

I opted for the one that, having opened the greatest number 
of doors, had in the process of opening them become, an opening 
itself: as if the opening was itself a key; as if, finally, the opening, 
at a certain moment, assured passage for itself alone by opening 
onto itself. 

What is to be opened, once open, opens. In this opening, in 
this series of openings, I am inscribed. 

If I chose as the title of my intervention tonight Judaism and 
Writing, it is because both Judaism and writing seem to me to 
participate in a single opening: the openness to a speech that we 
are called to live in its totality.

The speech of a horizon-speech to which we are riveted since 
the first book: that book out of time that time, nonetheless, per-
petuates without altering, perpetuating itself in it.

What is read is nothing other than what is written every day, 
by us, in the gaps of the book: gaps that are not its margins, but 
traces of words buried in the word; sign over sign that the gaze, 
dazzled by what these signs hide, whitens by excess of light; 
whitens like time, like hair, until it is transparent. 

Thus the Jew leans over his book, knowing in advance that 
this book remains forever to be discovered in all its terms and its 
silences. 
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Les clés dont l’écrivain dispose—un vrai trousseau—sont 
celles qui lui ont permis d’entrer dans ses livres. 

De toutes les clés rangées sous mes yeux, laquelle emploie-
rai-je?

J’optais pour celle qui, ayant eu raison du plus grand nom-
bre de portes, était, à force de les ouvrir, devenue, elle-même, 
ouverture: comme si l’ouverture était, elle aussi, une clé; comme 
si, enfin, l’ouverture, à un moment donnée, assurait à elle seule le 
passage, en s’ouvrant à elle-même. 

Ce qui est à ouvrir, une fois ouvert, ouvre. Dans cette ouver-
ture, dans cette série d’ouvertures, je m’inscris. 

Si j’ai choisi, pour titre de mon intervention de ce soir, Ju-
daïsme et écriture, c’est parce que, tant le judaïsme que l’écriture 
me semblent participer d’une même ouverture: ouverture à une 
parole que nous sommes appelés à vivre dans sa totalité. 

Parole d’une parole d’horizon à laquelle nous sommes rivés 
depuis le premier livre: ce livre hors du temps que le temps, 
cependant, sans l’altérer perpétue, se perpétuant soi- même, en 
lui. 

Ce qui est lu n’est autre que ce qui s’écrit tous les jours, par 
nous, dans les manques du livre: manques qui ne sont pas ses 
marges, mais traces de mots ensevelis dans le mot; signe sur 
signe donc que le regard, ébloui par ce que ces signes cachent, 
blanchit par surcroît de lumière; blanchit comme le temps, le ch-
eveu, jusqu’à la transparence. 

Ainsi le juif se penche sur son livre, sachant d’avance que ce 
livre reste toujours à découvrir dans ses vocables et ses silences. 
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To read, in this case, would be, having reached the edge of 
its resemblance, to break, in the word, the barriers of our affilia-
tions so as to render it intact to its initial and limpid purity. 

Might God, as tangible proof of the voluntary effacement of 
His Name, have bequeathed to the Hebrew people a blank book?  

But how to read these words of whiteness if not through our 
words? But how to hear the silence of its pages if not through our 
silence?

Discovering, in the end, is creating.

Legibility has its limits.

We can only trust our eyes, our intelligence, in order to at-
tempt to grasp all that is contained in the written; we can only 
approach the infinite of a speech that is to be read by the unbear-
able limits of a speech already read. 

 
Such that it is always with an impossible speech that we col-

lide and to which we sacrifice our own. 

A word holds in a few signs, occupies the space of these signs. 
Inside, it is the size of the universe.

To embrace the universe of a word is, on one hand, to ap-
prehend it in the constant growth to which it is compelled by 
the terms that inhabit it and, on the other hand, to appreciate, 
relative to the new dimensions of the word, the progress of our 
reading;

for reading is, perhaps, nothing but the substitution of one 
term for all those that have decrypted it.

This exemplary reading, the Jew has practiced for millennia. 
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Lire, dans ce cas, serait, venu à bout de sa ressemblance, bris-
er, dans le mot, les barrières de nos appartenances afin de le ren-
dre intact à son initiale et limpide pureté. 

Dieu, comme preuve tangible de l’effacement volontaire de 
Son Nom, aurait-il légué, au peuple hébreu, un livre blanc? 

Mais comment lire ces mots de blancheur sinon avec le con-
cours de nos mots? Mais comment entendre le silence de ses pag-
es sinon à travers notre silence? 

Découvrir c’est, somme toute, créer. 

La lisibilité a ses limites. 

Nous ne pouvons faire confiance qu’à nos yeux, qu’à notre 
intelligence pour tenter de saisir tout ce qui est contenu dans 
l’écrit; nous ne pouvons aborder l’infini d’une parole à lire qu’à 
travers les insupportables limites d’une parole lue. 

De sorte que c’est toujours à une impossible parole que nous 
nous heurtons et à laquelle nous sacrifions la nôtre. 

Un mot tient dans quelques signes, occupe l’espace de ces 
signes. A l’intérieur, il a la taille de l’univers. 

Embrasser l’univers d’un mot c’est, d’une part, l’appréhender 
dans le constant élargissement auquel le contraignent les vo-
cables qui l’habitent et, d’autre part, apprécier, en fonction des 
nouvelles dimensions de ce mot, les progrès de la lecture que 
nous en avons faite; 

car lire n’est, peut-être, que substituer à un vocable tous ceux 
qui l’ont décrypté. 

Cette lecture exemplaire, le juif la pratique depuis des 
millénaires. 
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Leaning over a text that he must interrogate without respite 
because in it resides his truth, his interrogation occupies his en-
tire life, not only because of all that it still has to teach him, but 
because of that very thing that, once learned, helps him to better 
formulate his next question. 

The word outlives words by assuming the void that, disap-
pearing, the latter have left in it. 

It owes its magnitude to the failure of their attempt to cir-
cumscribe it. 

Does the void resemble the void? They are differentiated one 
from the other, by the content of which they are the adequate, 
but hypothetical, space. 

Could the totality fill the void?

What we designate by “the All” is but a part of the invisible to-
tality—ungraspable—; one of its visible parts: the letter that the 
void upholds, as it carries the world.

The void is, thus, kingdom of Thought; advent of plenitude. 

From this perspective, would the word God be the emptiest 
word of the vocabulary?  Emptied so completely that the universe 
of man and the infinity of his soul could find there, at any mo-
ment, their place? 

I am thinking, for example, of the transformations that 
the singing in the synagogue subjects this word to. The singer 
invokes God and, through the modulations that he draws from 
each of the letters of the divine Name, passing from sobs to glee, 
from revolt to recognition, we hear, in the gathering, our words 
silenced in that word which their silence fashions and which the 
psalmody restores to us. 
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Penché sur un texte qu’il lui faut interroger sans répit parce 
qu’en lui réside sa vérité, son interrogation a besoin de sa vie en-
tière pour se développer non seulement à cause de tout ce qu’elle 
peut encore lui apprendre mais à cause de cela même qui, une 
fois appris, l’aide à mieux formuler sa prochaine question. 

Le mot survit aux mots en assumant le vide, qu’en disparais-
sant, ceux-ci ont laissé en lui. 

Il doit son ampleur à l’échec de leur tentative de le circon-
scrire. 

Le vide ressemble-t-il au vide? Ils se différencient l’un et 
l’autre, par leur contenu dont ils sont l’espace adéquat mais hy-
pothétique. 

La totalité pourrait-elle combler le vide? 

Ce que nous désignons par le « Tout » n’est qu’une partie de 
l’invisible totalité— insaisissable—; l’une de ses parties visibles: 
la lettre que le vide soutient, comme il porte le monde. 

Le vide est, ainsi, royaume de la Pensée; avènement de la 
plénitude. 

Dans cette perspective, le mot Dieu serait-il le mot le plus 
vide du vocabulaire? Vidé si complètement que l’univers de 
l’homme et l’infini de son âme y peuvent trouver, à tout moment, 
leur place? 

Je songe, par exemple, aux transformations que le chant de 
la synagogue fait subir à ce mot. Le chantre invoque Dieu et, à 
travers les modulations qu’il tire de chacune des lettres du Nom 
divin, passant du sanglot à l’allégresse, de la révolte à la recon-
naissance, nous entendons, dans le recueillement, nos mots tus 
dans ce mot que leur silence façonne et que la psalmodie nous 
restitue. 
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The song of resuscitated vowels, betraying the sealed un-
derside of speech and speech seized to its beyond by way of this 
interior chant: sonority of something lived, of a covenant, of an 
infinity in the instant that evokes them. 

Perhaps it falls to this song to express the unspeakable; to 
prolong the unspeakable of the spoken in its effacement; for 
nothing is ever effaced. We are effaced, to the extent that we ef-
face, by that eternal effacement, as active as the instant that con-
sumes us as it compels us to live it. 

The meaning of the word is, perhaps, but opening to mean-
ing. 

The word ‘God’ does not have a meaning, nor several. It is 
meaning: the adventure of meaning and its collapse.

Referring myself to all this, I at one time advanced that Juda-
ism and writing are but a single attempt, a single hope, a single usury. 

The Jew, in the book, is himself book. The book, in the Jew, is, 
itself, Jewish speech; for the book, more than a confirmation, is, 
for him, the revelation of his Judaism. 

Making the book, for a writer, is learning to read the book 
that is in the book: the book of his ambition, of his obsession. 

That to which the Jew answers is, in the first place, his fideli-
ty to the book which is but fidelity to himself. 

In this perpetual one-on-one with the written, he recognizes 
himself: voice in the voice, song in the song, speech in the speech, 
in the name of a truth of which he is the frail and, yet, so robust 
tenant: at once oak and reed. 
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Chant des voyelles ressuscitées, trahissant l’envers scellé de 
la parole et parole saisie jusque dans son au-delà par le biais de 
ce chant intérieur: sonorité d’un vécu, d’une alliance, d’un infini 
dans l’instant qui les évoque. 

Peut-être est-ce à ce chant qu’il appartient d’exprimer l’in-
dicible; de prolonger l’indicible du dit dans son effacement; car 
on n’efface jamais rien. On est effacé, à mesure que l’on efface, 
par cet éternel effacement, aussi actif que l’instant qui nous con-
sume en nous engageant à le vivre. 

Le sens d’un mot n’est, peut-être, qu’ouverture au sens. 

Le mot « Dieu » n’a pas un sens, ni plusieurs. Il est le sens: 
l’aventure du sens et son effondrement. 

Me référant à tout cela, j’ai, une fois, avancé que le judaïsme et 
l’écriture ne sont qu’une même attente, un même espoir, une même usure. 

Le juif, dans le livre, est, lui-même, livre. Le livre, dans le juif 
est, lui-même, paroles juives; car le livre, plus qu’une confirma-
tion est, pour celui-ci la révélation de son judaïsme. 

Faire le livre, pour un écrivain, c’est apprendre à lire le livre 
qui est dans le livre: livre de son ambition, de son obsession. 

Ce à quoi répond le juif c’est, en premier lieu, de sa fidélité au 
livre qui n’est que fidélité à soi-même. 

Dans ce perpétuel tête-à-tête avec l’écrit, il se reconnaît: voix 
dans la voix, chant dans le chant, parole dans la parole, au nom 
d’une vérité dont il est le frêle et, pourtant, si robuste tenant: à la 
fois, chêne et roseau. 
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His identity—like the writer, his—the Jew expects from the 
book. It is less to the coincidence of his birth that he owes his 
being Jewish than to the future that he forces himself to model 
down to the smallest details. There is his genius.

Judaism is a faith that is built not on faith alone, but in the 
test of the Jew’s faith that the text makes it undergo indefinitely, 
on every word of this text that it assumes, putting it, in its turn, 
to the test. 

Interminable questioning of which death is the term. 

That is perhaps why the seventh day of the week, considered 
a day of rest, could equally be a day removed from the book; re-
moved from the book but, no doubt, still in the book as immacu-
late space, as space between the lines. That day, the Jew is not in 
the words of the book but, following the example of the wanderer 
who, at the hour of high noon, seeks refuge beneath a tree, in 
their shadow.

The writer applies himself to discern the book that has al-
ready, without him knowing, mastered him. Its pages awake in 
him an anxiety from which he will never escape. 

Being what one writes. Writing what one is. Such is the gam-
bit. 

The question that obsesses the Jew is this one: “What autho-
rizes me to consider myself Jewish? In what sense are the things 
I say and do Jewish words and acts?”

Thus is formed in him, and is developed, a dual interroga-
tion: that which is posed to doubt by his certainty, and that which 
to his certainty is posed by doubt. 

And what if Judaism was but the becoming of this doubt 
filled with certainty? 

But is it really doubt?—The necessity of weighing, each time, 
the pro and the contra, rather. 
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Son identité—comme l’écrivain, la sienne—le juif l’attend du 
livre. Aussi, c’est moins au hasard de sa naissance qu’il doit d’être 
juif qu’à l’avenir qu’il s’efforce de modeler jusque dans les moin-
dres détails. Là est son génie. 

Le judaïsme est une foi qui ne repose pas uniquement sur la 
foi mais, dans l’épreuve que lui fait subir indéfiniment le texte de 
sa foi, sur chaque mot de ce texte qu’il assume, en le mettant, à 
son tour, à l’épreuve. 

Interminable questionnement dont la mort est le terme. 

C’est, peut-être, pourquoi le septième jour de la semaine, 
considéré comme jour de repos, pourrait être également un jour 
retiré du livre; retiré du livre mais, sans doute, encore dans le 
livre comme espace immaculé, comme interligne. Ce jour-là, le 
juif n’est pas dans les mots du livre mais, à l’instar du promeneur 
qui, par temps de grand soleil, se réfugie sous un arbre, à l’ombre 
de ceux-ci. 

L’écrivain s’applique à cerner le livre qui déjà, à son insu, 
l’avait maîtrisé. Ses pages réveillent en lui une angoisse à laquelle 
il n’échappera jamais. 

Être ce que l’on écrit. Écrire ce que l’on est. Tel est l’enjeu. 

La question qui obsède le juif est celle-ci: « Qu’est-ce qui 
m’autorise à me considérer juif? En quoi ce que je dis et fais sont-
ils paroles et actes juifs? » 

Ainsi se forme en lui et se développe une double interroga-
tion: celle que pose, au doute, sa certitude et celle qu’à sa certi-
tude pose le doute. 

Et si le judaïsme n’.tait que le devenir de ce doute empli de 
certitude? 

Mais s’agit-il vraiment de doute?—De la nécessité de peser, 
chaque fois, le pour et le contre, plutôt. 
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Certainty being incapable of emerging except from this con-
frontation.

The ideal mean that drives the Jew to a deepening of his cer-
tainty; the latter confounding itself with that deepening. 

The question to Judaism is the question of the book; for how 
to formulate a question except by language? The words of our 
interrogations confront the words of the responses that for its 
readers alone the book addresses. 

All dialogue is dialogue of words. It gives existence to the 
universe and to man.

Issued from the book, questioning, for the Jew as for the 
writer, is primordial, and is, by consequence, a burning actuality; 
five thousand years old, for one; anchored in the future, for both;

for what is modernity without openness?—It is nothing but 
that. 

Opening, for the Jew, was first that which the desert offered 
to the Speech of his God. An indispensable opening for such a 
Speech. 

Without the desert, there would perhaps not have been, for 
lack of a space sufficient for its fulfillment, the Judaism which, 
passing through the Speech of God, passes necessarily through 
the book;

for, more than a barren region of sand, the desert is, above 
all, a desolate land of silence and of listening, where silence is 
intoxicated with all of its echoes, and listening, with all the so-
norities captured in the heart of this silence; as death gets drunk 
on the sentiments of death and life, on the aerial lightness of life, 
flint and wind, sand and sky and nothing, nothing, nothing in 
between. 

Nothing, if not the outpouring of an authoritative Speech 
that is collected by a wise man. 
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La certitude ne pouvant naître que de cette confrontation. 

Moyen idéal qui conduit le juif à un approfondissement de sa 
certitude; celle-ci se confondant avec cette approfondissement. 

La question au judaïsme est question du livre; car comment 
formuler une question sinon par langage? Les mots de nos inter-
rogations affrontent les mots des réponses qu’à ses seuls lecteurs 
le livre destine. 

Tout dialogue est dialogue de mots. Il donne existence à 
l’univers et à l’homme. 

Issu du livre, le questionnement, pour le juif comme pour 
l’écrivain, étant primordial, il est, par conséquent, d’une actualité 
brûlante: de cinq mille ans, pour l’un; ancrée dans le futur, pour 
les deux; 

car qu’est-ce que la modernité sans l’ouverture?—Elle n’est 
même que cela. 

L’ouverture, pour le juif, fut d’abord celle que le désert off-
rait à la Parole de son Dieu. Ouverture indispensable à pareille 
Parole. 

Sans le désert, il n’y aurait, peut-être, pas eu, faute d’espace 
suffisant à son épanouissement, ce judaïsme qui, passant par la 
Parole de Dieu, passe nécessairement par le livre; 

car, plus qu’une aride contrée de sable, le désert est, avant 
tout, terre désolée de silence et d’écoute, où le silence se grise de 
tous ses échos et l’écoute, de toutes les sonorités captées au cœur 
de ce silence; comme la mort s’enivre des propos de la mort et la 
vie, de la légèreté aérienne de la vie, Silex et vent, sable et ciel et 
rien, rien, rien entre. 

Rien, sinon le jaillissement d’une Parole autoritaire qu’un 
sage a recueilli. 



76  Judaïsme et écriture — Judaism and Writing | TJJT

But, in the desert of his absence, at the height of the nudity 
of a pulverized world, has God truly spoken? And, what if this 
Speech, to make itself heard, had willed itself more silent than si-
lence in order to help us perfect our ability to hear; hearing being 
nothing more than delving into oneself. 

The listening of the desert is that of life and of death. To lis-
ten to death is to no longer lose a moment of one’s life. To per-
ceive the last words of life—each word of life is the last—is to 
have, already, entered into death. 

God commands his people to listen: “Hear, O Israel…” but 
hear what? Hear the words of your God; but God is absent and His 
words without voice; by distance, cut off from their sounds. Hear 
the silence;

for it is in silence that God speaks to his creature; for it is 
with a speech nourished by this silence that the Jew responds to 
his God.

And what if it was to place it in the mouth of a receptive peo-
ple that God divested himself of his own Speech in order to share 
with them, afterwards, his listening?

The imperative speech is always yet to be born. It gives free 
rein to our attentive words. 

Waiting is the leaven of the question, for it is, in itself, atten-
tion toward the unknown, opening to hope. 

But what if, daughter of the desert, the question to the un-
known was, herself, but the desert of the question? She would 
longer be anything but the solitude of a question to the question 
of solitude: infinite solitude of the question of God to the tragic 
solitude of the question of man.

The encounter with the text has replaced the encounter with 
God. Listen to what is being written…  

Two solitudes find themselves in the presence of one anoth-
er: that from before and that from after speech. 
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Mais, dans le désert de son absence, au faîte de la nudité d’un 
monde pulvérisé, Dieu a-t-il véritablement parlé? Et, si cette Pa-
role, pour se faire entendre, s’était voulue plus silencieuse que le 
silence afin de nous aider à perfectionner notre ouïe; ouïr n’étant 
que plonger en soi? 

L’écoute du désert est celle de la vie et de la mort. Écouter 
la mort, c’est ne plus perdre un moment de sa vie. Percevoir les 
dernières paroles de la vie—chaque parole de vie est la dernière—
c’est être, déjà, entré dans la mort. 

A son peuple, Dieu commande d’écouter: « Écoute Israël… » 
mais écoute quoi? Écoute les paroles de ton Dieu; mais Dieu est 
absent et Ses paroles sans voix; par la distance, coupées de leurs 
sons. Écoute le silence; 

car c’est dans le silence que Dieu parle à sa créature; car c’est 
avec une parole nourrie de ce silence que le juif répond à son 
Dieu. 

Et si c’était pour la mettre dans la bouche d’un peuple récep-
tif que Dieu s’était défait de Sa parole afin de partager, ensuite, 
avec lui, son écoute? 

La parole impérative est toujours à naître. Elle donne libre 
cours à nos attentives paroles. 

L’attente est le levain de la question, car elle est, en soi, atten-
tion à l’inconnu, ouverture à l’espoir. 

Mais si, fille du désert, la question à l’inconnu n’était, elle-
même, que désert de la question? Elle ne serait plus que solitude 
d’une question à la question de la solitude: infinie solitude de la 
question de Dieu à la tragique solitude de la question de l’hom-
me. 

Le face à face avec le texte a remplacé le face à face avec Dieu. 
Écoute ce qui s’écrit… 

Deux solitudes se retrouvent en présence l’une de l’autre: 
celle d’avant et celle d’après la parole. 
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That is why the relation to Judaism is strictly individual be-
fore understanding itself as—or willing itself to be—communal. 

Nonetheless, is not privileging the question, already, estab-
lishing dialogue; is it not, without leaving it altogether, escaping 
in part from one’s solitude? 

In this liberated part, our associations reside. 

If the Jew presents himself alone before his Judaism, each 
Jew could define this Judaism by the originality of his approach-
es, that is to say, by means of the reading he makes of his book. 

If the book—because it is an open book—authorizes these 
diverse approaches, it justifies them at the same time. This justi-
fication inevitably entailing the questioning of the reader. 

The Jewish being is nothing but the Jewishness of being. 
But what if, reading himself in his book, he read only his own 

desire to be read by himself, as if he were, before the letter, its 
unpredictable, as well as ineluctable, becoming?

Being attests only to having been. The future takes hold of 
what is devoted to prolongation in order to inscribe it in dura-
tion; imperceptibly transforms it day by day, so that to endure is 
nothing but to live, in astonishment, these daily metamorphoses. 

Thus to its different images of itself, Judaism opposes its ab-
sence of image. 

Being a Jew, being a writer would be, perhaps, then, but the 
possibility granted them to attain to such a being. The beyond of 
words is still the beneath of being. Tomorrow is the core of their 
conciliation. 

Do we not say, as it happens, of something negligible, unin-
teresting, that it has no future? 
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C’est pourquoi la relation au judaïsme est strictement indivi-
duelle avant de se savoir—ou de se vouloir—collective. 

Cependant, privilégier la question, n’est-ce pas, déjà, instaur-
er le dialogue; n’est- ce pas, sans la quitter tout à fait, échapper en 
partie à sa solitude? 

Dans cette partie libérée, résident nos liens. 

Si le juif, devant son judaïsme, se présente seul, chaque juif 
pourrait définir ce judaïsme par l’originalité de ses approches, 
c’est-à-dire à travers la lecture qu’il a faite de son livre. 

Si le livre—parce que livre ouvert—autorise ses diverses 
approches, il les justifie du même coup. Cette justification en-
traînant inévitablement la propre mise en question du lecteur. 

L’être juif n’est que le juif de l’être. 
Mais si, se lisant dans son livre, il ne lisait que son désir d’être 

lu par lui, comme s’il était, avant la lettre, le devenir imprévisible, 
bien qu’inéluctable, de celle-ci? 

Être n’atteste qu’avoir été. Le futur s’empare de ce qui a 
vocation de prolongement pour l’inscrire dans la durée; insen-
siblement le transforme de jour en jour, de sorte que durer n’est 
jamais que vivre, dans l’étonnement, ces quotidiennes métamor-
phoses. 

Ainsi à ses différentes images de lui-même, le judaïsme op-
pose son absence d’image. 

Être juif, être écrivain ne serait peut-être, alors, que la 
possibilité qui leur est octroyée d’y parvenir. L’au-delà des 
mots est encore l’en-deçà de l’être. Demain est le noyau de leur 
conciliation. 

Ne dit-on pas, d’ailleurs, d’une chose négligeable, inintéres-
sante qu’elle est sans avenir? 
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But to which familiar face shall one refer, to come to describe 
its features? 

And what is a face that would owe its particularity only to all 
the other faces that recognize themselves in it? 

And what if the face was, it alone, the book. 
Youth of God. Old age of man. 

Thus does Judaism interrogate Judaism, betting as much on 
this interrogation as on the sustainability of its foundation. 

Is the law in the book or is it rather the book that is in the law? 
Does every book have its own law, or every law, its book? In other 
words, are reading and writing, through the book, suffering the 
yoke of its law or, on the contrary, forging it little by little in order 
to submit the book to it?

The law is the invention of the book; invention of the book 
that would have the force of law. 

And what if law was the desire of the book and the book, de-
sire of the law to which it owes its articulation?

And what if the origin was but the Book’s desire for an ori-
gin?  Would God be that origin?

Much more than its signs, it is the silence of the book that 
we interrogate: its signs being but the numbered traces of that 
silence. 

Traces of the book’s desire for the book, as footprints in the 
snow or the sand, that the sand and the snow will cover again. 

Words would be, then, but the reiterated cries of desire, cries 
of love or of distress, at the moment of their coagulation. 

If all books do not share the same origin, they have in com-
mon the same silence. 



Jabès & Mesly (trans.)             81VOL. 6 2017 |

Mais à quel visage familier se reporter pour arriver à y décri-
re ses traits? 

Et qu’est-ce qu’un visage qui ne devrait sa particularité qu’à 
tous les visages qui se reconnaissent en lui? 

Et si le visage était, à lui seul, le livre? Jeunesse de Dieu, vieille
sse de l’homme. 

Ainsi le judaïsme interroge le judaïsme, misant autant sur 
cette interrogation que sur la pérennité de son fondement. 

La loi est-elle dans le livre ou bien est-ce le livre qui est dans 
la loi? Tout livre a-t-il sa propre loi ou toute loi, son livre? En d’au-
tres termes lire, écrire est-ce, à travers le livre, subir le joug de 
sa loi ou, au contraire, peu à peu la forger afin d’y soumettre au 
livre? 

La loi est invention du livre; invention d’un livre qui aurait 
force de loi.

Et si la loi était désir du livre et le livre, désir de la loi à laquelle 
il doit son articulation? 

Et si l’origine n’était que le désir d’origine du Livre? Dieu se-
rait-il cette origine? 

Bien plus que ses signes, c’est le silence du livre que nous in-
terrogeons: ses signes n’étant que traces dénombrées de ce si-
lence. 

Traces du désir du livre pour le livre, comme empreintes de 
pas dans la neige ou le sable, que le sable et la neige recouvriront. 

Les mots ne seraient, alors, que cris réitérés du désir, cris 
d’amour ou de détresse, à l’instant de leur enlisement. 

Si tous les livres n’ont pas la même origine, ils ont en com-
mun le même silence. 
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“If we admit,” I once wrote in one of my works, “that what 
worries, agitates, feverishly puts into doubt, is, in principle, pro-
fane, we might say that in a certain way, the sacred, in its dis-
dainful persistence, is, on one hand, what freezes us in ourselves, 
a sort of perpetrated death of the soul, and, on the other hand, 
the disappointing end of language, its last petrified word. 

“So also, in its relation to the profane and through it, the sa-
cred gives itself expression, no longer as sacred but as the 
sacralisation of the profane drunk on excess; as indefinite pro-
longation of the minute and not as eternity, stranger to the in-
stant;

“for death is the prerogative of time. 
“Is it not, precisely, by the intervention of the word, power-

less to appropriate the spoken for itself, that eternity becomes 
conscious of its incompatibility with language?

“Writing—being written—would therefore be, without our 
always realizing it, passing from the visible—the image, the fig-
ure, the representation, whose duration is that of the approach—
to non-visibility, to non-representability against which the ob-
ject stoically wrestles; from the audible, whose duration is that 
of listening, to silence where, docilely, our words come to drown 
themselves; from sovereign thought to the sovereignty of the un-
thought, remorse and supreme torment of the word. 

“The sacred remains the unseen, the dissimulated, the pro-
tected, the ineffaceable; that is why writing is also the suicidal at-
tempt to assume the term as far as its ultimate effacement, there 
where it ceases to be a term in order to be nothing but an over-
turned trace—an injury—of a fatal and common rupture: that of 
God with man and that of man with Creation. 

“Divine passivity, irreducible silence in the face of the un-
foreseeable and perilous adventure of the word delivered to itself. 



Jabès & Mesly (trans.)             83VOL. 6 2017 |

« Si l’on admet—ai-je écrit dans un de mes ouvrages—que ce 
qui inquiète agite, remet fébrilement en cause est, en principe, 
profane, on pourrait déduire que d’une certaine manière, le 
sacré, dans sa persistance dédaigneuse, serait, d’une part ce qui 
nous fige en nous-mêmes, une sorte de mort perpétrée de l’âme 
et, d’autre part, le décevant aboutissement du langage, le dernier 
vocable pétrifié. 

« Aussi, est-ce dans sa relation au profane et à travers lui, que 
le sacré se donne à éprouver, non plus comme sacré mais comme 
sacralisation du profane ivre de dépassement; comme prolonge-
ment indéfini de la minute et non comme éternité étrangère à 
l’instant; 

« car la mort est l’affaire du temps. 
«N’est-ce pas, justement, par le truchement du mot 

impuissant à s’approprier le dire que l’éternité prend conscience 
de son incompatibilité avec le langage? 

« Écrire—être écrit—serait donc sans que l’on s’en rende 
toujours compte, passer du visible—l’image, la figure, la 
représentation dont la durée est celle d’une approche—à la non-
visibilité, à la non-représentation contre lesquelles lutte, stoïque, 
l’objet; de l’audible, dont la durée est celle d’une écoute, au silence 
où, docilement, viennent se noyer nos paroles; de la pensée sou-
veraine à la souveraineté de l’impensé, remords et suprême tour-
ment du verbe. 

« Le sacré demeure l’inaperçu, le dissimulé, le protégé, l’in-
effaçable; c’est pourquoi écrire est aussi la tentative suicidaire 
d’assumer le vocable jusqu’à son ultime effacement, là où il cesse 
d’être vocable pour n’être plus que trace relevée—blessure— 
d’une fatale et commune rupture: celle de Dieu avec l’homme et 
celle de l’homme avec la Création. 

« Passivité divine, irréductible silence face à l’imprévisible et 
périlleuse aventure du mot livré à lui-même. 
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“Anterior to the profane, it is the arbitrary immoderation 
that pushes back unceasingly against any limit. 

“Sacred. Secret. 
“Does the sacred confound itself with the eternal secret of 

life and death? 
“There is an after-day, an after-night to which day and night 

are invariably confronted. 
“They are the promises of the aurora and the certainty of 

the next twilight. Life and death, profane and sacred, as sky and 
earth convinced that they form a single universe, come together 
and intermingle. 

“The original prohibition confers on non-representation its 
sacred character. The language of God is language of absence  
The infinite tolerates no dams, no walls. 

“We write against this prohibition, but is it not, alas, in order 
to throw ourselves against it more violently?  Speaking is only 
ever defeat to the unspeakable and thought but denunciation of 
the unthought.”

God, in making his people, through the Law, a people of 
priests, made them, through the book, a people of readers. 

In giving to His creature His book to read, he required of it 
that, in return, it teach Him to reread it with human eyes. 

Maybe, therefore, we will be able to say that if the Jew is a Jew 
by God’s choice, God is a Jew by interposed creatures. 

The Jew lives in intimacy with God and God in intimacy with 
the Jew at the heart of the same months: a divine page. A human 
page and, both have, as their author, God and, both have, as their 
author, man. 

Whence, for the Jew, the familiarity with God that is never 
dictated by disrespect but due to the singularity, to the specificity 
of their relations; to the punctuality of their exchanges. 
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« Antérieur au profane, il est, de toute limite, la démesure 
arbitraire qui la repousse sans cesse. 

« Sacré. Secret. 
« Le sacré se confondrait-il avec l’éternel secret de la vie et la 

mort? « Il y a un après-jour, une après-nuit auxquels jour et nuit 
sont invariablement 

confrontés. 
« Ils sont promesses d’aurore et certitude de prochain 

crépuscule. Vie et mort, 
profane et sacré, tels ciel et terre convaincus de former un 

même univers, s’y côtoient et s’y entremêlent. 
« L’interdit originel confère à la non-représentation son 

caractère sacré. La langue de Dieu est langue d’absence. L’infini 
ne tolère aucun barrage, aucun mur. 

« Nous écrivons contre cet interdit, mais n’est-ce pas hélas 
pour nous heurter plus violement à lui? Le dire n’est jamais que 
défi à l’indicible et la pensée que dénonciation de l’impensé. » 

Dieu faisant de Son peuple, à travers la Loi, un peuple de 
prêtres, Il en faisait, à travers le livre, un peuple de lecteurs. 

En donnant, à Sa créature, Son livre à lire, Il exigeait de celle-
ci, en retour, de Lui apprendre à le relire avec des yeux humains. 

Ainsi serions-nous, peut-être, habilités à dire qui si le juif est 
juif par le choix de Dieu, Dieu est juif par créatures interposées. 

Le juif vit dans l’intimité de Dieu et Dieu dans l’intimité d 
juif au sein des mêmes mois: une page divine. Une page humaine 
et, toutes deux ont, pour auteur, Dieu et, toutes deux ont, pour 
auteur, l’homme. 

D’où, pour le juif, la familiarité avec son Dieu qui n’est jamais 
dictée par l’irrespect mais due à la singularité, à la spécificité de 
leurs rapports; à la ponctualité de leurs échanges. 
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God needed man so that his Speech would be heard beyond 
its immediate understanding, inasmuch as man is alone faced 
with himself and with man. 

Every reader is a potential writer. He makes of the book, his 
book. He rewrites it for himself. And who cares if that book nev-
er sees the light of day! Over the transparency of his words are 
aligned the printed words of the book over which he is leaning. 
Such that the book buried in the book is, at one point, this dreamt 
book, matchless, inimitable, to which I have already alluded, and 
at another point, this unique book, the book that, through its ar-
ticulation and the essence of its speaking, vainly tries to resem-
ble the other; our perishable book.

That is why, for my part, meditating on my condition as Jew 
and my condition as writer, I was able to note: “I believed at first, 
that I was a writer, then I realized that I was a Jew, then I could 
no longer distinguish in myself the writer from the Jew, for the 
one and the other were but the torment of an ancient speech.” 

Referring to these lines, some had deduced that I had turned 
the Jew into a writer and all writers into Jews; meanwhile I had 
simply authorized myself to underline their common relation to 
the text. 

To no one better than to the Jew does the following apprecia-
tion apply: “He talks like a book.” And not by some game or pedant-
ry, which would justify the irony of such a remark, but because 
the Jew never leaves the book, even when he believes he has aban-
doned it. 

Deprived of liberty. Deprived of territory, it is normal that 
the Jew should seek refuge in the book having become, right 
away, the permanent site where his liberty could be exercised.
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Dieu avait besoin de l’homme pour que Sa Parole soit enten-
due au-delà de son immédiat entendement, jusqu’où l’homme 
est seul face à lui-même et à l’homme. 

Tout lecteur est un écrivain en puissance. Il fait du livre, son 
livre. Il le récrit pour lui-même. Et qu’importe si ce livre ne voit 
jamais le jour! Sur la transparence de ses mots s’alignent les mots 
imprimés du livre sur lequel il s’est penché. De sorte que le livre 
enfoui dans le livre est, tantôt, ce livre rêvé, inégalable, inimita-
ble, auquel j’ai déjà fait allusion et, tantôt, dans ce livre unique, le 
livre qui, à travers son articulation et l’essentiel de son dire, tente 
vainement de lui ressembler; notre livre périssable. 

C’est pourquoi, méditant, pour ma part, sur ma condition 
juive et ma condition d’écrivain j’ai pu noter: « J’ai cru, d’abord, 
que j’étais un écrivain, puis je me suis rendu compte que j’étais 
juif, puis je n’ai plus distingué en moi l’écrivain du juif, car l’un et 
l’autre ne sont que le tourment d’une antique parole. » 

Se rapportant à ces phrases, certains ont pu en déduire que 
j’avais fait, du juif, un écrivain et, de tout écrivain, un juif; alors 
que je m’étais simplement autorisé à souligner leur relation com-
mune au texte. 

A nul, plus qu’au juif, ne sied cette appréciation: « Il par-
le comme un livre. » Et non par jeu ou par pédantisme, ce qui 
justifierait l’ironie d’une telle remarque, mais parce que le juif ne 
quitte jamais le livre, même lorsqu’il croit l’avoir abandonné. 

Privé de liberté. Privé de territoire, il était normal que le juif 
se réfugiât dans le livre devenu, aussitôt, le lieu permanent où sa 
liberté pouvait s’exercer. 
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As it is for the writer with the writer, the Jewish relation with 
the Jew is concretized by an exchange of books. 

Between self and self, there is the other; not the human 
obstacle but the ideal mediator. 

And if the other were, already, the book?—the other, as book; 
the book as other?

This would no longer imply that we were the guarantors of a 
single speech but the witnesses of the resonance that this speech 
had in us, of the experience, in a way, of this speech behind which 
our own history slides.

Dialogue is vital. The book of the living can only be the book 
of dialogue. 

Dialogue alone is capable, for an instant, of cheating death. 
Claimed by two voices, struck between two fires, it half es-

capes nothingness; for, granted they are victims of the same 
flames, it is never together that these two voices are extinguished; 
a time of survival being always accorded to the other. 

Thus, it is of a speech torn from speech that we die and of a 
silence to which it delivers us, that we live.

In a dialogue, the two partners are in an equal position. Pos-
sess the same rank. Possess, for the other, the same consider-
ation. 

Dignity of man—as if God wanted His creature to be at the 
height of His message—and also necessity, for the latter to inter-
vene and to judge. 
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Comme pour l’écrivain avec l’écrivain, le rapport juif avec le 
juif se concrétise par un échange de livres. 

Entre soi et soi, il y a autrui: non l’humain obstacle mais 
l’idéal médiateur. 

Et si autrui était, déjà le livre?—Autrui, comme livre; livre 
comme autrui? 

Cela n’impliquerait plus que nous soyons les garants d’une 
même parole mais les témoins de la résonance que celle-ci a 
eue en nous, du vécu, en quelque sorte, de cette parole derrière 
laquelle se glisse notre propre histoire. 

Vital est le dialogue. Le livre des vivants ne peut être que le 
livre du dialogue. 

Le dialogue est seul à pouvoir, un instant, tromper la mort. 
Revendiqué par deux voix, pris entre deux feux, il échappe 

à moitié au néant; car, bien que victimes des mêmes flammes, 
ce n’est jamais ensemble que ces voix s’éteignent; un temps de 
survie étant toujours accordé à l’autre. 

Ainsi, c’est d’une parole arrachée à la parole que nous mou-
rons et du silence auquel elle nous rend, que nous vivons. 

Dans un dialogue, les deux partenaires sont à égalité de po-
sition. Ont même rang. Ont, pour l’autre, même considération. 

Dignité de l’homme—comme si Dieu avait voulu que Sa créa-
ture soit à la hauteur de Son message—et aussi nécessité, pour 
celle-ci d’intervenir et de juger. 
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What fascinates me about this God/man relationship, at the 
heart of Judaism, is that man imposes his language on God. It is 
no longer what God says that prevails but what, in the silence of 
divine speech, man says. 

He speaks this Speech indefinitely with the words that have 
received it. He enterprises to lose it, in order to better rediscover 
it at the end of his loss. Virtue of the Jewish commentary that 
is never a vulgar commentary on the text but a deepening of an 
interior speech confronted with the indecipherable of the text. 
There, God is silent, lets his creature speak and measures his lis-
tening. 

The simplicity and difficulty of being Jewish; difficult sim-
plicity—I would say—; but from where does it come that the 
Jew, questioned on his identity, does not hesitate for a second to 
respond: “Jew?” Does he so quickly forget his difficulty in being 
unanimously a Jew?  From where does it come that the non-be-
liever, as much as the believer can, to take advantage of it, re-
claim the same Judaism? Is it because their past and their future 
are the same?  Is there a Jewish destiny? 

There is the destiny of the book; the past and the future of a 
book where an origin is dissimulated that is so ancient that it is 
no longer but injury, barely a scratch left by a moment of audaci-
ty of silence toward silence that, from thence, envelops it. 

The origin of Jewish speech. 

“Enter, with your words, into each of my words,” so the book 
appears to command. “You have your place here; a place where I 
can welcome you with your past and your future; for I have the 
age of time and the absence of age of eternity; for I am eternity in 
time and eternal time.” 
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Ce qui, au cœur du judaïsme, me fascine dans cette relation 
Dieu/homme est que l’homme impose son langage à Dieu. Ce 
n’est plus ce que Dieu dit qui prime mais ce que, dans le silence 
de la parole divine, l’homme dit. 

Il dit indéfiniment cette Parole avec les mots qui l’ont reçue. Il 
s’ingénie à la perdre, pour mieux la retrouver au bout de sa perte. 
Vertu du commentaire juif qui n’est jamais vulgaire commen-
taire du texte mais approfondissement d’une parole intérieure 
confrontée à l’indéchiffrable du texte. Là, Dieu se tait, laisse parl-
er sa créature et prend la mesure de son écoute. 

Simplicité et difficulté d’être juif; difficile simplicité—dirais-
je—; mais d’où vient que le juif, interpellé sur son identité, 
n’hésite pas une seconde à répondre: juif? Oublie-t- il aussi vite sa 
difficulté à l’être unanimement? D’où vient que le non-croyant, 
autant que le croyant peuvent, pour s’en prévaloir, se réclamer 
d’un même judaïsme? Est-ce parce que leur passé et leur avenir 
sont pareils? Y aurait-il un destin juif? 

Il y a le destin d’un livre; le passé et l’avenir d’un livre où se 
dissimule une origine si ancienne qu’elle n’est plus que blessure, 
à peine l’égratignure laissée par un moment d’audace du silence 
au silence qui, désormais, l’enveloppe. 

Origine de la parole juive. 

« Entre, avec tes mots, dans chacun de mes mots semble 
nous recommander le livre. Tu y as ta place; une place où je peux 
t’accueillir avec ton passé et ton avenir; car j’ai l’âge du temps et 
l’absence d’âge de l’éternité; car je suis l’éternité dans le temps et 
le temps éternel. » 
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And what if this difficulty in being totally Jewish was but the 
difficulty of every man in being wholly man?

The greatness of man is in the question; in the questions that 
he is able to pose, posing them to his peers. Questions to the uni-
verse as well. 

There is, in the text, an unperceived that haunts us; a key-
word that obsesses us. 

Death is a whirlpool of words to which life exerts itself to give 
a meaning, forgetting that they will drown it. 

The ocean will die of the ocean and there will be, anew, the 
desert. 

The history of the Jews is, perhaps but the history of the sea 
become sand in order that, of that sand, of the moving immensi-
ty of that sand, a speech may surge and make itself book. 

Tonight, I did not deliver a lecture, much less a lesson. Noth-
ing of what I have been able to say will appear to anyone to be a 
teaching. 

To the remark of an interrogation followed by work after 
work I have, at best, shed a bit of light on what I can only call my 
Jewish itinerary and my writer’s itinerary. 

Certainty is, perhaps, but the motivation of every question. It 
would be, in that case, formulated as the ultimate question. 

It happens to me, still now, to ask myself if I really ever did 
leave the greyness of the first book; if I ever woke up.
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Et si cette difficulté à être pleinement juif n’était que la diffi-
culté de tout homme à être intégralement homme? 

La grandeur de l’homme est dans la question; dans les ques-
tions qu’il est capable de se poser, en les posant à ses semblables. 
Questions à l’univers aussi. 

Il y a, dans le texte, un imperçu qui nous hante; un mot-de-
clé qui nous obsède. 

La mort est un tourbillon de mots auxquels la vie s’exerce à 
donner un sens, oubliant qu’ils l’engloutiront. 

L’océan mourra de l’océan et ce sera, à nouveau, le désert. 

L’histoire des juifs n’est, peut-être que l’histoire de la mer de-
venue sable afin que, de ce sable, de l’immensité mouvante de ce 
sable, une parole surgisse et se fasse livre. 

Je n’ai pas, ce soir, prononcé une conférence, encore moins 
une « leçon ». Rien, de ce que j’ai pu dire, ne saurait, à quiconque, 
apparaître comme un enseignement. 

À la remarque d’une interrogation poursuivie d’ouvrage en 
ouvrage j’ai, au mieux, jeté quelque lumière sur ce que je ne puis 
faire autrement qu’appeler mon itinéraire juif et mon itinéraire 
d’écrivain. 

La certitude n’est, peut-être, que motivation de toute ques-
tion. Elle serait, en ce cas, dans la formulation de l’ultime ques-
tion. 

Il m’arrive encore, maintenant, de me demande si je suis vrai-
ment sorti de la grisaille du premier livre; si je me suis réveillé. 
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Sleep is not always loss of consciousness. God put the world 
to sleep in order to create it and put himself to sleep in Creation 
in order to be, Himself, by her, created.

We close our eyes to melt into the universe in order to be 
awoken by it. 

We can only gamble on awakening. The future of man is in 
the eyes. It is, perhaps, but the secret waiting for an infinite gaze. 

And if, up to extreme legibility, writing was, in the depen-
dence on words, but the espousal of that gaze?  
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Le sommeil n’est pas, toujours, perte de conscience. Dieu en-
dormit le monde pour le créer et s’endormit dans la Création afin 
d’être, Soi-même, par elle, créé. 

On ferme les yeux pour se fondre dans l’univers afin d’être 
réveillé par lui. 

On ne peut miser que sur l’éveil. L’avenir de l’homme est 
dans les yeux. Il n’est, peut-être, que la secrète attente d’un re-
gard infini. 

Et si, jusqu’à l’extrême lisibilité, écrire n’était, dans la dépen-
dance des mots, qu’épouser ce regard? 
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Interview with Glenn Dynner

Josh Tapper & Alexis Lerner



98 Interview with Glenn Dynner | TJJT

Episodes of violence and anti-Semitism pockmark the conven-
tional history of Polish-Jewish relations, pointing to a mutual 
hostility that endured for centuries. But a close examination of 
local economic practices and social life, especially in the nine-
teenth-century Kingdom of Poland, reveals a striking intereth-
nic symbiosis. Evidence of this coexistence emerges most vividly 
in the local liquor trade, where Jews held great prominence as 
distillers and tavern-keepers, both working for and selling their 
product primarily to non-Jews. Even as authorities repeatedly ex-
pelled Jews from the trade, they continued to work underground 
with the support of the Polish nobility. This economy enabled 
non-emancipated Jews to establish a foothold in the local culture, 
and at the same time, it forced them to negotiate their religious 
and social identities vis-à-vis their non-Jewish neighbours.

Glenn Dynner, a historian and professor of Judaic Studies 
at Sarah Lawrence College, captures this story of coexistence in 
Yankel’s Tavern: Jews, Liquor and Life in the Kingdom of Poland (Ox-
ford University Press, 2013). On February 22, 2016, Dynner deliv-
ered the Waks Family Fund Lecture in Yiddish and Jewish East 
European History and Culture, presented by the University of To-
ronto Journal of Jewish Thought and the Anne Tanenbaum Centre 
for Jewish Studies. Prior to the lecture, Dynner sat down for an 
interview with members of the journal’s previous editorial board 
as part of a special seminar on Polish-Jewish history for graduate 
students at the University of Toronto. 

Let’s start with how you became interested in the role of Jews in 
the Polish liquor trade. 

It began with a suspicion, back when I was a grad student. 
I kept reading about this theme of the expulsion of Jews from 
the liquor trade [beginning in the early nineteenth century]. It 
was couched in terms of a wholesale, or complete, Jewish expul-
sion from the liquor trade, but then you would read that ten years 
later, the Jews were completely expelled again from the liquor 
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trade, and then completely expelled again ten years after that. 
So, it didn’t really make sense to me how they could keep being 
re-expelled. One of the most iconic pieces of literature about the 
Jewish tavern-keeper, Pan Tadeusz, by Adam Mickiewicz, was 
written in 1834, after most of these expulsions were said to have 
occurred. You see this as you continue in Polish literature: Jews 
keep getting expelled from the liquor trade, and yet they keep 
popping up. I went back to the archives, and as I was flipping 
through the files, the words “Jews,” “liquor,” “vodka,” “drunken-
ness,” and “peasants” kept popping up on practically every page. 
And Jewish tavern-keepers were popping up in the archives long 
after they’d been expelled from the trade. There were complaints 
about how Jews, despite the expulsions, despite legislation, were 
still running taverns everywhere. This counter-narrative had 
been left out by historians of an earlier generation.

Taking a step back, how and why did Jews become involved in 
the Polish liquor trade? 

I found two reasons. In discovering these archives on how 
Jews were continuing to sell liquor, I also found the rationale, 
because every time Polish noblemen—who leased these taverns 
and distilleries to Jews—were caught, they would explain why 
they were leasing their operations only to Jews. The answer they 
usually gave was profits—the local economy. In other words, if 
they didn’t use Jews, then their entire local economy would be 
negatively impacted: the travelling Jewish merchants would have 
no place to stay; there would be no hospitality on the Sabbath and 
no place to eat kosher food. Noblemen also had this belief in Jew-
ish sobriety—that Jews wouldn’t drink up all the product. This 
myth of Jewish sobriety was another major reason why the nobil-
ity would only lease their taverns and distilleries to Jews. 
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In Yankel’s Tavern, you essentially debunk this myth of Jewish 
sobriety. 

I was a historian of Hasidism coming into the project. The 
idea that Jews don’t drink is absolutely absurd to anybody who 
really looks at Hasidic and anti-Hasidic sources, which really give 
the impression of the most robust drinking culture in all of Jew-
ish history. With Hasidism, you suddenly have this permission, 
theologically justified, for drinking. Drinking occurred within 
prescribed times and places, but how this image of sobriety was 
sustained during the rise of Hasidism was just a really fascinat-
ing problem to me. 

You write that even after the prohibition of Jews from the liquor 
trade, seventy-five percent of tavern-keepers were Jews. Who 
were these people? What kind of Jews were they? 

We’re talking about around forty percent of the Jewish popu-
lation that’s involved in the liquor trade in some way. The number 
is probably higher, because around every Christian holiday you 
have impromptu taverns being set up in Jewish homes. It was a 
huge proportion of the Jewish population. What that means is 
you have everyone from impoverished sublessees to large-scale 
merchants who are presiding over entire networks of taverns 
and distilleries even after it’s illegal. There was a huge social 
range. Another fascinating element is women. You have women, 
especially widows and divorcees, single-handedly running these 
taverns. This was a new source in the history of Jewish women, 
who are traditionally thought of as submissive and pious, not 
the kind of shrewd businesswoman with the grit needed to run 
a successful tavern. That’s what I was finding. That, of course, 
led me to the larger issue of women as breadwinners, sometimes 
principal breadwinners, which turned out to be a major segment 
of the Jewish economy. 
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How pious were these tavern-keepers, whose job required them 
to interface regularly with non-Jews? Can we make any general-
izations about their religious behaviour? 

The piety issue is very interesting, because to have a profitable 
tavern you need to keep it running on the Sabbath and on Jewish 
religious holidays. You also need to keep it running on Sabbaths 
and holidays if you want to stay alive; a nobleman or bishop who 
wants his drink is not going to be turned away because it’s Satur-
day. This presents a real dilemma for pious tavern-keepers. Now, 
are they pious? Our definition of piety is probably different from 
theirs. We think in terms of religious consciousness, conviction, 
spirituality. I doubt those were prevailing motivating factors for 
these tavern-keepers. Many of them believed that if they didn’t 
find a halakhic way to keep their taverns running while violating 
the Sabbath it could have dire cosmic consequences, and certain-
ly consequences for their own salvation. In the pre-modern Jew-
ish situation of religious compulsion, piety meant something a 
little different. 

One of the most interesting things about Jewish ritual law is 
the attempt to circumvent its economically debilitating aspects, 
such as closing shop on the Sabbath. Sure enough, in Congress 
Poland the rabbis found a way around it. They would write up 
contracts between Jews and non-Jews that allocated one-seventh 
of an enterprise’s profits to the non-Jew, which allowed Jews to 
keep their taverns open on the Sabbath. The partnerships were 
largely fictitious. But they came in handy when the state outlawed 
Jewish tavern-keeping. The same non-Jew who partnered in the 
tavern could become the “owner” once it was no longer legal for 
Jews to do so. That seems to be how the whole system worked—
and how even though Jews seem to keep getting expelled from 
the liquor trade, they never ever go away.
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How might this Jewish economy have contributed to secular-
ization? Can you point to any correlation between these tav-
ern-keeping Jews, who interfaced regularly with non-Jews, and 
assimilation?  

I think it had the opposite effect. Seeing members of the rival 
culture and religion at their drunken worst does not do much for 
acculturation. It leads to contempt. That’s why Jews, especially 
Hasidic Jews, were very careful to drink in their own spaces, out-
side of the public eye. They knew just how bad it looked. [Jewish 
poet Hayim Nahman] Bialik has a great poem about his father 
running a tavern; drunks are running around vomiting and he’s 
clinging to his father while the pure words of Torah are issuing 
from his father’s mouth. There’s a kind of disgust throughout a 
lot of this literature—if anything, exposure to drinking is a bar-
rier to acculturation. 

The cities might be a little different in the sense that there 
was a more cosmopolitan tavern-keeper. There you start to see 
petitions to authorities for special rights and privileges that 
downplay Jewish association. And in remote villages, where there 
was one Jewish family surrounded by non-Jews and the children 
grew up with the peasants’ children, there are a lot of cases of 
intermarriage and conversion. 

Polish-Jewish relations are playing out on a local level, but Rus-
sian imperial authorities are making the laws that govern this 
relationship. Can you speak about the colonial actor and the role 
it plays in this economy? 

Something that fascinates me is that the language and ter-
minology of postcolonialism doesn’t seem to have reached the 
historiography of Eastern Europe. There seems to be a resistance 
to using the term colonialism, and I don’t know why. But I would 
use it. I think there’s a soft colonialism. It’s not what you see in 
India, for example, but you do have, beginning with the Union 
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of Lublin in 1569, a colonization of Ukraine, historic Lithuania 
and historic Belarus by the Polish-Lithuanian nobility. They used 
Jews to abet that colonization by having Jews lease the enterpris-
es on their estates and populate their towns. It was a precarious 
situation, and it all blew up during the Chmielnicki Uprising in 
1648, but most of the time that kind of arrangement held—until, 
of course, the late nineteenth century, when nationalism gath-
ered enough force. 

Under Napoleon, the Duchy of Warsaw was semi-auton-
omous. But then Napoleon met his demise and the Czar took 
over, renaming the Duchy of Warsaw the Congress Kingdom of 
Poland. What I see, especially beginning in the 1830s, is Polish 
autonomy curtailed to the point where legislation toward Jews is 
like that applied across the empire. And so, Jews were answerable 
to the czar. If the Czarist-dominated government discovered 
that Jews were running taverns, they could swoop down, inter-
rogate everybody, expel the Jews and reprimand the nobleman. 
But absolutism is a bit of a misnomer. The Polish nobility was 
usually left to run affairs on their own estates. So even after an 
expulsion, life soon returned to normal. The nobleman wanted 
Jews running his taverns. It was a complex situation, but I think 
we should look at it as a kind of layered form of rule. Jews learned 
to navigate this environment and play parties against each other 
when they could. 

Can you share some examples, then, of how Jews operated in 
this space, sometimes dealing with czarist authorities and 
sometimes with the Polish intermediary?

One example would be the liquor trade. Let’s say you were a 
tavern-keeper and you were upset with a nobleman for pushing 
you out of your lease for a reason you didn’t think was fair. You 
could turn to the czarist authorities and expose that nobleman 
for allowing Jews to run taverns in other villages. But it was a 
very complicated configuration, especially with two fairly suc-
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cessful Polish uprisings against the Czar. If you’re a Jewish in-
habitant of these lands, who do you side with? Do you side with 
the Poles, who might succeed and create an independent Poland? 
You know them. You’ve become somewhat acculturated having 
lived there. You have relations with the Polish nobles, and so 
maybe you’re rooting for them. Or is that completely foolish? Do 
you side with the imperial regime, because declaring war on the 
czarist empire might not be the wisest idea? Who to side with 
presented a real dilemma for Jews. Sometimes they can be for-
given for hoping the whole thing would just pass with minimal 
damage to their life and livelihood. 

How did developments in the Russian Empire affect the Pol-
ish-Jewish relationship? And when do interethnic tensions start 
to outweigh the economic linkages between Jews and non-Jews?

Take the town of Jedwabne. The Jedwabne incident is pretty 
well known now: there was a pogrom during the first phase of 
the German occupation in 1941. There’s a debate over what the 
role of the Nazis was in this affair, but by and large it seems to 
have been a Polish affair, where Polish Catholics turned on their 
Jewish neighbors, 300 of whom were pushed into a barn that 
was then set on fire. If you looked at Jedwabne 100 years earlier 
you’d find economic coexistence. You’d find Jewish tavern-keep-
ers, Jews leasing other enterprises, Jewish merchants coming 
through with goods from other cities and even overseas; you’d 
find real reliance on Jews, and relative security and prosperity. 
How do you get from 1841 to 1941? How does that transition oc-
cur? 

What I’ve come to see is not a happy answer, and it seems 
to be peasant emancipation. Peasant emancipation is something 
we all want. We don’t want anybody to be a serf, a virtual slave, 
but at the same time there were all kinds of unintended conse-
quences of emancipation. The weakening of nobility through 
land redistribution is one thing. The nobles were the main pro-
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tectors of Jews. Another factor is that after a generation, young 
peasants who didn’t grow up under serfdom didn’t see why they 
shouldn’t be able to run a tavern or engage in trade on their own. 
Suddenly, the peasantry, which is a majority of the population, 
was set on a collision course with the Jews, who had formed a 
surrogate middle class. Jews’ special relationship with the nobil-
ity was undermined through emancipation. That was the point 
when you started to get anti-Jewish economic boycotts, pogroms 
in southern Ukraine, and the rise of political anti-Semitism, with 
the endorsement of parts of the Catholic Church. I think the be-
ginning of the breakdown has everything to do with emancipa-
tion. 

Moving away from your book, can you talk about the role of Jew-
ish Studies in the academy, as you see it? Are its objectives dif-
ferent from other fields that focus on minority groups? 

The role of Jewish Studies should be the same as Irish Stud-
ies and Polish Studies, and so on. I think the professionalization 
of the field demands a certain neutrality, a willingness to avoid 
the temptation to condemn, certainly to ascribe collective guilt. I 
think we need to strive for empathy, not just for our own people, 
but for all peoples. It’s difficult, especially when an entire civiliza-
tion has been annihilated. It’s difficult when you have a memory 
of anti-Jewish violence. But I think we have to do it. However, I 
would argue, maybe provocatively, that it doesn’t have to be at 
the expense of heritage, spirituality, and other reasons that un-
dergraduates who are of the Jewish tradition will take Jewish 
Studies courses. I think it’s a great way to garner interest in your 
field if you’re speaking to people’s personal inclinations, as long 
as you don’t let it hamper that striving for objectivity, neutrality, 
and empathy. 
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In Yankel’s Tavern you write about the tensions between histo-
ry and Jewish memory. How do you negotiate this terrain as a 
scholar and teacher, inside and out of the classroom?

I was surprised to learn that I had more in common with the 
genealogists than I did with my colleagues in the field of history, 
who were so devoted to the archives that they read them at face 
value! These historians were basically telling people their mem-
ories were all false—that if your grandfather claims he ran a tav-
ern in the old country that’s impossible. I actually argue for more 
openness to Jewish memory as long as you can verify it and use it 
to illuminate the sources you have at your disposal. 

I prefer contemporaneous sources, usually archival sources. 
I prefer them because they’re less prone to the game of telephone 
that tends to distort memories. However, I think we need more 
openness to memory, not less. So that’s my departure, I suppose, 
from the conventional way of doing history. But as far as worry-
ing about what people are going to say, you just have to do your 
own work, do what you want to do, and not give a damn about 
what everyone else is saying. 

This interview has been edited for length and clarity. 
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The Myth of “Shanghai Ark” and 
the Shanghai Jewish Refugee 
Museum

Yu Wang

The myth known in Chinese official culture as “Shanghai Ark” concerns the 20,000 Eu-
ropean Jewish refugees who found shelter in Shanghai during World War II. While 
other countries closed their doors to Jews persecuted in Europe, so the myth goes, Shang-
hai was the only place that generously accepted the Jewish refugees. Not only did the 
diplomat in Vienna, He Fengshan, risk his life to issue the Jewish refugees thousands of 
visas, but Jews were warmly welcomed by Chinese civilians, with whom they formed an 
alliance against the German and Japanese Fascists. 

Taking the Shanghai Jewish Refugee Museum as an anchoring point, my arti-
cle traces the museum’s formation and change in the past decades within Chinese and 
international contexts, looks into different forces that contribute to the formation of the 
myth, and examines the receptions of the myth both on the side of the Jewish and the 
Chinese civilians. This article aims to better understand the ongoing mystification of 
Holocaust rescue history at the global level, as well as the interaction between individual 
agency and a national discourse. 
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According to the modern myth about Jewish refugees in Shang-
hai—known in Chinese official culture as “Shanghai Ark”—
Shanghai was the only port open to Jewish refugees during World 
War II, when other countries abandoned them under Nazi per-
secution. Indeed, from around 1938 to 1941, about 20,000 Central 
European Jews—mainly from Germany, Austria and Poland—
fled Nazi persecution to Shanghai. The “Shanghai Ark” myth 
highlights how, following the Japanese occupation of Shanghai 
in 1937 and the establishment of a “Jewish ghetto” in 1941, Jewish 
refugees and Chinese civilians successfully joined efforts in re-
sisting Japanese colonization. Even decades after the war, after 
most Jews had emigrated from China, the Jewish refugees and 
the Chinese civilians remembered and identified with each oth-
er. Ultimately, the “Shanghai Ark” myth tells of a friendship, tran-
scendent of time and race, between two repressed people: Jewish 
refugees and Chinese civilians. This friendship was supposedly 
based on the humanistic conducts of the Chinese civilians on one 
hand, and on the gratefulness of the Jews on the other.1 

1  Irene Eber, Wartime Shanghai and the Jewish Refugees from Central Europe: 
Survival, Co-existence, and Identity in a Multi-ethnic City (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2012) 
and Marcia Ristaino, Port of Last Resort: The Diaspora Communities of Shanghai 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2001).

Johannes Eisele/AFP/Getty, Shanghai Jewish Museum. 2015. 
The Irish Times. Web. 25 November 2016. 
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The Shanghai Jewish Refugee Museum, formally established 
in 2005, was the first large-scale national attempt to formalize 
the myth of a national rescue of Jewish refugees. After the Muse-
um’s establishment, it became the anchoring point for the devel-
opment of this myth. The Museum, operating as a national ideo-
logical institution, produced and sponsored many cultural and 
historical products reproducing the “Shanghai Ark” myth.

How did the Museum become a mature embodiment of a 
myth which crosses the boundary between reality and illusion, 
and distorts the meaning of the documents and testimonies it 
presents? This article will trace the formation and development 
of Shanghai Jewish Refugee Museum from 2005 to 2016, showing 
the role the Museum played in the formation of the myth of the 
“Shanghai Ark.” I will locate China in the context of transnational 
Holocaust memory, and show how the Chinese case contributes 
to our understanding of the political instrumentalization of Jew-
ish rescue during the Holocaust.

Jewish emigration from Shanghai started at the end of the 
war. Most of those who had financial means left to the U.S., and 
some moved to Israel or returned to Central Europe. Others 
moved to Australia, Canada, and South America. Although most 
of the Jewish refugees did not intend to stay in Shanghai, the Chi-
nese communists who overtook Shanghai in 1947, and the conse-
quential confiscation of Jewish capitalist enterprises, cast a huge 
shadow on Jews still living there. While Jewish refugees actively 
sought to emmigrate, the occupation by the Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP) and its anti-foreign policies also contributed to their 
decision to leave. From 1948 to 1978, the newly established state, 
the People’s Republic of China, refused to establish diplomatic re-
lations with Western countries, demonizing Westerners as dan-
gerous enemies and capitalist colonizers. The presence of Jews in 
China was marginalized in public discourse in this anti-foreign 
atmosphere. 

While narratives of rescue of Jews during the war in Europe-
an countries have been developing since the 1960s, the Chinese 
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government produced the myth of “Shanghai Ark” as a diplomat-
ic strategy as recently as 2005.2 The myth developed amidst the 
changing political contexts of the past decade, and gradually won 
wide acceptance within and outside of China. The myth is repre-
sented in cultural essays, tourist books, documentary films, com-
ic books, stage plays, and, above all, academic works. The myth 
involves local Shanghai civilians remembering the rescue, and 
the relationship between Chinese and Jewish people as a part of 
the city’s history. The myth is shaped to make the former Shang-
hai-landers identify with it.3 “Shanghai-landers” is the term used 
by the European Jewish refugees for self-reference.

The Jewish Museum is a distinctive space in the old district 
of Tilanqiao, a neighborhood in Shanghai in which many Jewish 
refugees settled upon their arrival. According to the myth, local 
Tilanqiao civilians welcomed the refugees warmly and treated 
them as neighbors or even family members. The neighborhood 
even became known as “little Vienna” due to the flourishing of 
German Jewish culture that emerged there. After the attack on 
Pearl Harbor in 1941, the occupying Japanese forces in Shanghai 
forced all Central European Jews to live in Tilanqiao, calling it 
a segregation of “refugees with no nationality.” Jewish refugees 
called this enclosure a “Jewish ghetto.” During this “ghetto pe-
riod,” from around 1941 to 1945, Jewish refugees coexisted with 
Japanese and Chinese communities.

The museum building is the renovated site of the Moses, or 
Ohel Moshe, Synagogue, originally constructed by Russian Jews in 
1907.4  Throughout the Second World War, the Moses Synagogue 

2  Sarah Gensburger, National Policy, Global Memory: The Commemoration of 
the “Righteous” from Jerusalem to Paris, 1942–2007 (New York: Berghahn, 2016), 19; 
Haim Oliver, We Were Saved: How the Jews in Bulgaria Were Kept From the Death 
Camps, trans. Vesselin Izmirliev (Sofia: Sofia Press, 1967). 

3  Emest Heppner, Shanghai Refuge: A Memoir of the World War II Jewish Ghet-
to (Lincoln: U of Nebraska, 1993), 111–112.

4  Xu Xin, “Jewish Diaspora in China,” in Encyclopedia of Diasporas: Immigrant and 
Refugee Cultures Around the World, Volume I: Overviews and Topics; Volume II: Diaspora Com-
munities, eds. Ember, Melvin, Carol R. Ember, and Ian Skoggard (Springer, 2004), 157.
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Yang Lei. The “Shanghai Ark” of Jewish Refugees. 2015. 
Sh.qq.com. Web. 26 November 2016.

played an important role in Jewish communal life, especially for 
the German Jewish community. Hass Gerda, the sister-in-law of 
the Moses Synagogue’s cantor, herself a former Jewish refugee in 
Shanghai, remembers, “The synagogue brought people together 
and provided them a space to pray. Many of them were laymen, 
not all were schooled people.”5 In contrast to what the myth of 
“Shanghai Ark” suggests, the Jewish community which formed 
around the Moses Synagogue did not rely emotionally and eco-
nomically on other ethnic communities. The vacant synagogue 
in the 50s and 60s was used consecutively as a factory, an asylum, 
and a governmental building. 

The building’s design and its new function as a modern na-
tional museum contrasts with the disordered, chaotic, and eco-
nomically underdeveloped Tilanqiao area. In the yard at the back 
of the building, a wall lists the names of 13,732 former Shanghai 
Jewish refugees. A sculpture of six people stands in front of the 
wall depicting an orthodox Jew, an old Jewish woman, a mid-
dle-aged man, a child, a young man, and a young woman. These 

5  Hass Gerda, interview 19837, segment 60, Visual History Archive, USC Sho-
ah Foundation, accessed November 17, 2016, http://vha.usc.edu/viewingPage?-
testimonyID=21444&returnIndex=0. 

http://vha.usc.edu/viewingPage?testimonyID=21444&returnIndex=0
http://vha.usc.edu/viewingPage?testimonyID=21444&returnIndex=0
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characters represent “faith,” “torture,” “love,” “determination,” 
“light,” and “hope” respectively. According to the director of the 
Museum, the Shanghai Name Wall “is by no means a wall of 
mourning and tears, but a wall of life, telling the story of how the 
Jews gained life again in Shanghai.”6 

Also in the building’s backyard, the Museum presents testi-
monies of former Jewish Shanghai residents. Although the wit-
nesses differ in beliefs, ages, languages and origins, they share 
one thing: they tell stories of the humanity of the Chinese locals, 
and the love and comradery which developed between the Chi-
nese locals and the Jewish refugees. By weaving together photo-
graphs, personal items and video clips, the Museum presents a 
Shanghai Jewish community indebted to the warmth, altruism, 

6  Xu Huifen, “The Opening Ceremony of Shanghai Jewish-Refugee Name 
Wall: Documenting 13732 Jewish Refugees,” Xin lang xin wen chen bao (Sina Morn-
ing News), September 3, 2014. Accessed November 9, 2016, http://dailynews.sina.
com/bg/chn/chnpolitics/sinacn/20140902/20066054011.html. Translations 
from Chinese are by the writer unless otherwise stated.

Yan Weiqi. The Name Wall in Shanghai Jewish Refugee 
Museum. 2015. News.gmw.cn. Web. 25 November 2016.

http://dailynews.sina.com/bg/chn/chnpolitics/sinacn/20140902/20066054011.html
http://dailynews.sina.com/bg/chn/chnpolitics/sinacn/20140902/20066054011.html
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hospitality and courageousness of the Chinese people. The nar-
rative presented at the Museum supports a transnational and 
transhistorical friendship between Chinese and Jews based on 
an unbalanced gift relationship. In a gift relationship there is a 
“surplus” of kindness and humanism. 

The Production of the Shanghai Jewish Museum: 1980s–2016

1980s–1990s: Return of the Shanghai-Landers

After China opened up economic and diplomatic relations with 
the West as a result of its 1978 reforms, elderly Shanghai Jewish 
refugees began to find their way back to Shanghai to visit their 
former “waiting room,”  a frequently used metaphor by Shang-
hai Jewish refugees and their researchers to describe their rela-
tionship to Shanghai.7 With residential buildings crowded, the 
synagogue—then used as a government building—was the only 
building that the Jewish returnees could get into. It was those 
Jewish visitors in the 1980s that inspired the transformation of 
the Moses Synagogue into a half-open space. As a civil servant in 
the Museum recalled, 

When foreigners came, the local Foreign Affairs Office always 
received them…there needed to be a place to invite them to 
sit down and chat…Another reason is that…some Jews donat-
ed things to us. Therefore, we vacated one floor to receive the 
Jews who came for a visit, and to exhibit their belongings.8

7  Amnon Barzel, Leben im Wartesaal: Exil in Shanghai, 1938–1947 (Life in the 
Waiting Room: Exile in Shanghai: 1938–1947) (Berlin: Jüdisches Museum im 
Stadtmuseum Berlin, 1997) and Suzanne D. Rutland, “‘Waiting Room Shang-
hai’: Australian Reactions to the Plight of the Jews in Shanghai after the Second 
World War,” Leo Baeck Institute Year Book 32 (1987): 407–433.

8  Du Jiexin, “Kunan zhong de xing: shanghai youtai nan min jinianguan 
kongjian de shengchan” (“Happiness in Tragedy: Production of Space of Shang-
hai Jewish Refugee Museum”) (MA thesis, East China University of Science and 
Technology, 2015), 23. My translation.
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The formal establishment of the China-Israel relations in 1991 
and the subsequent visit of Yitzhak Rabin—the Israeli Prime 
Minister, himself a second-generation Shanghai-lander—facil-
itated several subsequent changes to the Moses Synagogue. In 
1992, one floor of the Moses Synagogue was turned into a recep-
tion room and an exhibition hall, as described by the civil ser-
vant above. In 1997, the first floor of the building was turned into 
a praying room and the attic became another exhibition room. 
The exhibits consisted of photographs portraying the history and 
everyday life of the Shanghai-landers. The Museum’s volunteer 
guides were mostly Tilanqiao residents who had been children 
when the Jewish refugees came. The target audience of the syna-
gogue exhibits was foreign tourists. 

At this point, there was little if any ideological or political 
investment in the synagogue. The synagogue functioned as a 
commemoration and reception space. In comparison with lat-
er years, the synagogue exhibits of the 1990s were the closest to 
representing the collective memories of former Shanghai Jewish 
refugees as these were presented in their memoirs and inter-
views. The concept of “misfortune” was the main theme of the 
exhibition until the 2000s. As Jiexin Du writes, “[i]n this period, 
direct expressions of ‘fortune’ were very rare, only reflected indi-
rectly via the ‘hardship.’ Moreover, because of the lack of relevant 
resources, the ‘fortune’ was not explicit and certain either.”9

As the idea of the Museum developed in the 1980s and 1990s, 
China experienced comprehensive transformations. Follow-
ing the policy of “reformation and opening up”, the commu-
nist-nationalist discourse showed its limitations, as the case of 
the Shanghai-landers reveals. The Jewish refugees, having been 
almost completely dismissed in the discourse in the first thirty 
years of communist China—as they did not fit into the category 
of capitalist and colonizing Westerners—were a new element in 
the 1980s and 1990s that had no counterpart in the communist 
national discourse. China’s public politics, economic relation-

9  Du, “Happiness in Tragedy,” 23.



Wang            115VOL. 6 2017 |

ships and the image of foreigners in national discourse were 
reexamined and redeveloped to account for the Jewish refugees’ 
history in China. The presentation of the Shanghai-landers in 
the Museum was less political at this stage, partly because the 
ideological potential of this history had yet to be activated by a 
new set of official languages and national vocabularies of the 
Chinese government.

2005–2010: The Museum as a Battlefield of Ideological 
Contestation

The second stage of the construction of the Museum began in 
2005, the year that marked the sixtieth anniversary of World War 
Two, or what China terms it: “the World Anti-Fascist War.” For 
the first time, the history of the Jewish community in Tilanqiao 
attracted the serious interest of the Chinese Advocacy Depart-
ment. This interest was aroused not by any new developments 
between China and Israel, but by the dramatized tension be-
tween China and Japan. Chinese official newspapers first used 
the metaphor of “Noah’s Ark” to describe the significance of 
Shanghai to the Jewish refugees. The metaphor was then incor-
porated into the larger anti-Japanese discourse and immediately 
popularized as such. Former Shanghai Jewish refugees were in-
vited back “home” to Hongkou. The picture album Reminiscence of 
Hongkou: Lives of Jewish Refugees 1938–1945 was published in 2005 
as a featured project in celebration of the Anniversary of the 
World Anti-Fascist War.10 In the same year, the Shanghai local 
government recognized the Moses Synagogue as an outstanding 
historical edifice. All of these events led up to the renovation of 
the Jewish Museum in 2007.

The year 2007 was marked by the thorny relations between 
China and Israel. China, considering its own economic and polit-

10  Song Yan, Hongkou ji yi: 1938–1945 Youtai nan min de sheng huo (Reminis-
cences of Hongkou: Lives of Jewish Refugees 1938–1945) (Shanghai: Xue lin chu 
ban she, 2005).
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ical interests, hesitated to form an anti-Arab alliance with Israel, 
proposed in the name of opposing Iranian nuclear armament. 
The China-Israel relationship was recovering from years of de-
terioration and required further development and stabilization. 
In this context, the phrase “Shanghai Ark” formally entered the 
official Chinese vocabulary, becoming the theme of the Shanghai 
Jewish Museum. The “Shanghai Ark” myth shifted the focus from 
boycotting the Japanese to emphasizing the cosmopolitan values 
of peace and humanism. The myth told the story of how the Chi-
nese locals’ hospitably hosted the Jewish refugees despite their 
own hardships under Japanese occupation. Suggesting that they 
followed this value system in sheltering the Jewish refugees, the 
Chinese government would promote the same values of peace 
and humanism as solutions to Middle Eastern conflicts.

The Museum went through its first large-scale renovations 
under the new name “Shanghai Jewish Refugee Museum,” con-
sisting of two major changes. First, the architecture of the Moses 
Synagogue was restored according to its original blueprint from 
1907. The attic of the synagogue continued to be used for exhibi-
tions, but now it was used mainly for exhibiting photos and gifts 
of prominent figures who had visited the Museum, as opposed 
to photographs of Jewish refugees everyday during wartime. A 
new exhibition hall was constructed in the garden yard, where 
short films, photographs, models, and artworks were exhibited. 
Following a lineal-temporal progression, the exhibits were divid-
ed into five parts: “Fleeing to Shanghai,” “Free Life,” “Days in the 
Ghetto,” “Mutual Aids,” and “Starts Again.” The division aimed 
to display the “good fortune” brought by the “Shanghai Ark.” The 
message conveyed was clear: although the Jewish refugees suf-
fered from great misfortune under fascism, the long-lasting and 
sincere friendship of the Chinese people brought them good for-
tune, and made Shanghai a temporary home. Trained volunteer 
guides—most of them college students—replaced individual vol-
unteer guides. The main task of these new volunteer guides was 
to shift the focus from misfortune to “rescue” and “luck.”
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The political disputes among China, Japan and Israel result-
ed in the birth of the Museum as an ideological institution and 
a kind of Foucauldian heterotopia. According to Foucault, there 
exists the “heterotopia of deviance,” evident in institutions like 
the rest house or psychiatric clinics,  as well as the realized ideo-
logical utopia, such as the library or museum.11 The aim of the 
Shanghai Jewish Refugee Museum was to represent the Shang-
hai historical space as part of the schema of Chinese national 
memory of the Second World War. The staff in the Museum af-
firms the ideological goals of the Museum by repeatedly using 
the ambiguous terms “many things” and “something”: “if you ask 
whether we deliberately convey something, of course we do. This 
museum displays the national attitude towards many things, the 
nation’s stands, and the nation’s image—especially because we 
have many foreign visitors. Therefore, we are very careful when 
talking about many things.”12 

However, only very few documents and historical archives 
were available to support the myth of “Shanghai Ark.” Recalling 
the period, the director of the Museum said, “An influential mu-
seum must be sustained by real historical archives. If we do not 
have one page of a document, how do we justify ourselves as the 
former historical spot?”13 To fill this documentary gap, the Muse-
um would subsequently focus on archive accumulation by reach-
ing out to individual former Jewish refugees for testimonies and 
personal belongings. 

11  Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces,” in Heterotopia and the City: Public 
Space in a Postcivil Society, ed. Michiel Dehaene and Lieven De Cauter (London: 
Routledge, 2008), 17. 

12  Quoted in Du, “Happiness in Tragedy,” 32.
13  Zhang Jingjing, “286 jian Shanghai Youtai nam min dang an de ‘hui gu’i”  

(The “Return” of 286 Pieces of Archives of Shanghai Jewish Refugees,) Shanghai 
dang an xin xi wang (Shanghai Archival Information), May 13, 2016, accessed 9 No-
vember, 2016, http://www.archives.sh.cn/dajc/201605/t20160513_42675.html.

http://www.archives.sh.cn/dajc/201605/t20160513_42675.html
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2010– : Archival Collection and Negotiation

After 2010, the Museum continued to develop in the direction of 
an ideological spectacle. By calling for the contribution of archi-
val material from former Shanghai Jewish refugees, the Muse-
um influenced individuals to remember certain stories. The Mu-
seum then organized these memories in a way as to assimilate 
individual voices into a larger myth. Making individual mem-
ories part of a national ideological structure still preserved the 
individual stories’ uniqueness and ambiguity. This contributed 
to the instability of the national discourse and spoke subtly in 
alternative languages to sufficiently careful listeners. If in the 
second period the Museum functioned as the “mirror” described 
by Foucault—one that, in retrospect, controlled the individual by 
means of the image in the mirror—then by the third period the 
Museum became a mirror of negotiation, wherein the projection 
of individual desire interacted with the image reflected back, to-
gether producing an unstable subject.

Emotion was the predominant means by which the Museum 
called for the donation of archives from former Jewish refugees. 
Driven away by Communist rule in the Chinese Civil War years, 
former Shanghai-landers had been highly skeptical of the mo-
tives of the Museum, as well as reluctant to donate the few items 
that they had planned to save as family treasures. Moreover, 
there was competition between the Shanghai Jewish Museum 
and other Holocaust museums or institutions that also collect-
ed archives of the Shanghai-landers. This competition made the 
task of archival collection more difficult: why should the Shang-
hai-landers give away their few personal belongings, and why 
should they give them to the Shanghai Jewish Museum rather 
than other institutions interested in their stories? 

To move these former Jewish refugees to donate, the Muse-
um held exhibitions each year between 2011 and 2015 in the most 
popular destinations Jews had immigrated to from China, in-
cluding Germany, Israel, the United States and Australia, with 
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“Jewish-Refugees and Shanghai” World Itineration Exhibition 
in Sydney. Digital Image. People.cn. 21 April 2015. Web. 26 
November 2016.

the aim of attracting the attention of former refugees and their 
family members. Once in touch with them, the Museum staff 
took the opportunity to persuade them to donate their personal 
belongings and to tell their stories. In addition, they made ev-
ery attempt to befriend the former refugees and to show their 
sincerity. For example, museum staff recalled how they ordered 
flowers for the birthday of a former Jewish refugee, who not only 
donated her daughter’s school transcript from wartime Shang-
hai, but spoke as a representative of the Shanghai Jewish refu-
gees at the opening ceremony of the Museum exhibition in New 
York.14 

By 2015, 286 archival pieces had been collected and were ac-
knowledged as the “Shanghai Archival Document Heritage.” In 
the statement made by the director of the Museum, who repre-
sented the Museum at a reception held in his honor, these 

14  Zhang Jingjing, “The ‘Return’ of 286 Pieces of Archives of Shanghai 
Jewish Refugees.”
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memories not only belonged to the Jewish refugees, but fully 
revealed the good-will and generosity of the city of Shanghai 
and its people, our outstanding Chinese culture, and our core 
values. Therefore, telling this history is highly valuable for ad-
vocating the spirit of our city and the virtue of the Chinese na-
tionality.15 
By September 2016, the archives had reached 549 pieces, and 

the collections continues to grow as a result of the ongoing ef-
forts of the Museum. The Museum plans to apply for UNESCO’s 
Memory of World Programme with these archives.16

A notable feature of this present stage is the ongoing nego-
tiation between individual former Jewish refugees and the Mu-
seum. This negotiation between an individual and an alienating 
power echoes Lacan’s theory of the relationship between subject 
and image: “What determines me, at the most profound level…
is the gaze that is outside. It is through the gaze that I enter 
light and it is from the gaze that I receive its effects.”17 However, 
the human being as the subject of desire “is not, unlike animal, 
entirely caught up in this imaginary capture. He maps himself 
in it…The screen is there the locus of mediation.”18 Instead of 
submitting to the domination of the single voice of the official 
Chinese culture, individual Jewish refugees projected their own 
expectations onto the “mirror” of the Museum, actively partic-
ipating in the formation of the Museum with their individual 
agency. Compared to other monumental sites that are officially 
recognized as “patriotic educational bases” in China, such as the 
Museum of the Nanjing Massacre, an important reason for the 

15  Zhang Jingjing, “The ‘Return’ of 286 Pieces of Archives of Shanghai Jew-
ish Refugees.”

16  Xu Xiaoqing, and Sun Qing, “Shanghai Hongkou qi dong ‘shen yi’: Youtai 
nan min shi liao ji hua shen bao ‘shi jie ji yi yi chan’” (Historical Resources of 
Shanghai Jewish Refugees are going to apply for the Memory of the World Pro-
gramme). People.cn, February 3, 2015. Accessed November 9, 2016. http://news.
xinhuanet.com/politics/2015-02/03/c_1114241383.htm.

17  Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, trans. Alan 
Sheridan (New York: Norton, 1978), 106–107.

18  Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, 106–107.
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Allison Griner, Statue outside Shanghai Jewish refugee museum. 
2015. Web. Aljazeera Public Liberties and Human Rights 
Centre. 26 November 2016.

possibility of agency in the case of the former Jewish refugees is 
that these refugees are external to the Chinese communist-na-
tionalist discourse.19 Since Jewish refugees are outside of the re-
gime, the Chinese official culture adjusts its propaganda system 
to appeal to them.

However, once accomplished, the process of negotiation 
does not prevent its dialectic transformation into a new form 
of subjugation. Although the major items of the exhibition 
are personal belongings and individual stories, all of them are 
retold and rearranged in such a way as to defend the myth of 
“Shanghai Ark.” This is sometimes done against the will of the 
individual Jewish refugees. In this way, the latter consciously or 
unconsciously became collaborators with the Museum in creating 
a heterotopia of discipline, covering cracks or inconsistencies that 
might distract the visitors. Indeed, to a careful observer, traces of 
negotiation are still left in the illusory space of the Museum. For 

19  Varutti, Marzia, Museums in China: The Politics of Representation after Mao 
(Boydell Press, 2014), 34.
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example, the individual Jewish refugees’ historical recounts are 
quite nuanced. They are willing to say that they lived with the 
Chinese people peacefully, a narrative that does not contradict—
yet neither does it support—the myth of the hospitable Chinese 
community or of a longstanding Chinese-Jewish friendship. In 
Ark Shanghai, a 2014 documentary film produced by the Museum, 
a former Jewish refugee says, “We came here without asking for 
anyone’s permission. However, the Chinese tolerated us…and 
eventually it became a good symbiosis. You know, one lived off 
the other and benefited from the other.”20 It is only after a long 
pause that he says, “the Chinese tried to befriend us.”21 Although 
one may argue that his testimony is fictional in the sense that 
it is a secondary product of the structured video, there are still 
“truths” lying in his careful selection of words and the long pause. 
Nevertheless, one could hardly expect one-time tourists who 
go through the Museum under the guidance of the Museum’s 
volunteer guides to be aware of such nuance. Thus, the Museum 
only furthers the national propaganda. 

The process of construction and renovation created a space 
of negotiation full of possibilities of change, influenced both by 
immediate circumstances and by the Jewish individuals who 
served as subjects of commemoration. However, such possi-
bilities and openness became increasingly narrow when this 
process came to an end with the gradual stabilization of the 
symbolic meaning of the Museum. The rest of this article will 
examine the Museum after its renovation, including its rela-
tion to other synchronic spaces and the reception of the myth 
by domestic visitors.

20  Shanghai Jewish Refugee Museum. “Ark Shanghai - A History of Jewish 
Refugees in Shanghai, China.” YouTube video, 37:54. Posted 31 December 2014. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4NZWCkNFddM

21  Shanghai Jewish Refugee Museum. “Ark Shanghai - A History of Jewish 
Refugees in Shanghai, China.”
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Domestic Reception of the Imagined Jewish Community 
and agency in everyday life

If the former Jewish refugees in Shanghai questioned the mo-
tive of the Museum as a governmental institute, what was the 
reception of the Museum among its domestic Chinese audi-
ence? Were there any suspicions, indifferences or alternative 
memories from the society at large in response to the myth of 
“Shanghai Ark?” Unfortunately, a critical reception of either 
the Museum or the myth was not a visible phenomenon. In the 
past few years, a more prevalent phenomenon has been visi-
tors of different social backgrounds and age groups adopting 
the same language and logic of the Museum to describe their 
visiting experiences and to recount the history of the Shang-
hai Jewish refugees. Indeed, it seems that the Museum has 
successfully performed the role of a heterotopia, a space even 
more illusory than a utopia.22 

The popular reactions to the Museum were first triggered 
by the effort of the Museum to attract both an international 
and domestic audience for the combined purposes of tourism 
and patriotic education. In 2010, the Museum was acknowl-
edged as an “AAA”—the third highest level—for a national 
tourist site in China.23 Taking the opportunity of the Shanghai 
World Expo, the Hongkou local government negotiated with 
the Israeli government to open a particular area in the Israel 
pavilion in order to exhibit the history of the “Shanghai Ark,” 
“mainly aiming at attracting [tourists] to Hongkou to con-
tinue their visits.”24 In 2015, the Museum was acknowledged 

22  Foucault, “Of Other Spaces,” 21.
23  Jennifer E. Michaels, “Restoring and Utilizing the Past: The Shanghai 

Jewish Refugees Museum” in Global Mobilities: Refugees, Exiles, and Immigrants 
and Archives, ed. Amy K. Levin (New York: Routledge, 2017), 216.

24  Department of Communication, Shanghai Hongkou Government, “da 
zao ‘Youtai nan min zai Shanghai’ wen hua pin pai” (Creating the Cultural 
Brand of “Jewish Refugees in Shanghai”), Dui wai chuan bo (International Com-
munications), 8 (2012): 53.
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by the nation as a “Site for Patriotic Education.”25 Beyond the 
physical space, the Museum collaborated with the cultural 
industry to facilitate the spread of the “Shanghai Ark” myth. 
Cultural texts produced or supported by the Museum include 
the animated film Jewish Girl in Shanghai (2010), the exhibition 
Ark Shanghai (2010), the stage play White Horse Café (2014) and 
the musical Jews in Shanghai (2015). 

As a result of the Museum’s effort to expand its domestic 
market, two parallel themes emerged: the “Shanghai Ark” and 
the “Little Vienna.” The former advocates the state ideology of 
the Chinese helping the Jews, whereas the latter emphasizes 
the creativity and liveliness of the Jewish community, regard-
ed as part of the diversity of old Shanghai. In non-govern-
mental magazines, popular journals, personal blogs, and oth-
er published materials, both themes have been repeated and 
further developed by professional writers, individual visitors, 
and anonymous readers. For example, one domestic tourist 
wrote in her blog on May 2, 2016:

This place once gave the warmest welcome to the Jewish diasporas. It 
witnessed the generosity and kindheartedness of the Chinese people. 
‘Moses Synagogue’ has been like “Schindler,” “Wallenberg,” “Sugiha-
ra Chiune” and others, which has become substitutes for “rescue” 
and “refuge.” For the Jews all over the world, the word “Shanghai” 
have become part of the history of Israel and Jews in general. After 
World War II, although lots of Jews immigrated to places all over the 
world, their gratefulness to the ‘“Moses Synagogue” in Shanghai is 
deeply rooted in their hearts.26 

According to other open-access information on her blog, this 
middle-class retired woman is named Pan Lida, born in 1958 

25  A “Representative National Patriotic Education Site” is a status first an-
nounced by the CCP Publicity Department in 1997.

26  Pan Lida, “Can guan Shanghai Youtai nan min ji nian guan” (Visiting 
Shanghai Jewish Refugee Museum), Sina Blog, May 2, 2016, accessed November 
30, 2016, http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_6f6c3d670102w8o7.html.

http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_6f6c3d670102w8o7.html
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and currently living in Shanghai. She had been to Israel and Jor-
dan with a tourist group a year before visiting the Museum, and 
claimed to have learned about the suffering and endurance of the 
Jews in her trip to Israel, knowledge confirmed by her visit to the 
Museum. Although the blogger stands out among most domes-
tic visitors to the Museum in terms of her knowledge of Jewish 
history, the voice of the Chinese state is so dominant in her dia-
ry that her individual voice merely mimics and supplements the 
voice of the nation. Belonging to a generation born and raised 
during the first thirty years of Communist China, her case is typ-
ical of the reception of the Museum among her age group, who 
are faithful to the nationalist discourse of the “Shanghai Ark” and 
care little for the “Little Vienna” theme.

The reception of the Museum by younger generations con-
tains a mixture of both “Shanghai Ark” and “Little Vienna.” This 
group includes urban female office workers, college students, 
and freelance professionals, who are more attracted by roman-
tic memories, cultural legends, and alternative histories than the 
older generation. For example, a blogger born in 1972 writes:

Shanghai knew nothing about Hitler; Shanghai was only an open, in-
nocent city. No one needed a visa to come to Shanghai. Hearing this 
news, 30,000 Jews who had intended to go to America and Canada 
went to Shanghai one after another, settling down at the relatively 
cheap roads of Zhoushan and Huoshan, opening up bakeries, cafés, 
barbershops, grocery stores, pharmacies, and even transforming di-
lapidated houses alongside the roads into European styled architec-
tures. Therefore, a romantic “Little Viennaæ was born.27

Compared to the earlier blog post, this travel diary, written on Au-
gust 15, 2007, is less influenced by the narrative of the state. Yet the 
blogger’s understanding of history is exaggerated, fragmentary, and 
vague, influenced by the representations of Shanghai-landers and 

27  Da feng ge, “Zhoushan lu: Shanghai de ‘xio Weiyena” (Zhoushan Road: 
the ‘Little Vienne’ in Shanghai), 163 Blog, July 27, 2005, accessed November 30, 
2016, http://blog.163.com/typhoon_ke/blog/static/1739734200771594613378.

http://blog.163.com/typhoon_ke/blog/static/1739734200771594613378
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images of Tilanqiao in popular culture. In this diary, “Little Vienna” 
was imagined as a part of the colonial, oriental, Shanghai, which was 
“open” and “innocent,” where everyday life was a mixture of Europe-
an and local styles. If “Shanghai Ark” is a masculine discourse that 
designates the Chinese people as the rescuer, “Little Vienna” imag-
ined within this discourse is a feminine one, representing a delicate 
European culture in crisis, helplessly waiting to be protected. While 
one may expect the tension between the ideological interpretation 
of the history (“Shanghai Ark”) and the commercial (“Little Vienna”) 
to counterbalance each other and open up a new space of interpre-
tation, this has not happened. Instead, the two themes complement 
and mutually reinforce each other. 

The key factor that contributes to the successful subjugating 
power of the Museum is the absence of the Jewish people in do-
mestic memories. That virtually all of the Jewish refugees left China 
before 1949 rendered a blank page in primary collective memories 
of the domestic population, filled only by national narratives. The 
nationalist transformation of the country since Chinese president 
Xi Jinping came into power in 2014 has caused a significant increase 
in patriotism and in the dominance of the official voice. In this con-
text, “Shanghai Ark” and “Little Vienna” supplement each other, di-
alectically leading to an all-encompassing fantasy that satisfies all 
parties involved, from the Shanghai-landers to domestic tourists. At 
the present, the comprehensive version of the myth is as follows: the 
generosity of Shanghai and its people opened up a space for Jews to 
employ their talents, optimism, and diligence and enabled them to 
revive their European-Jewish culture, which became part of Shang-
hai and enriched the Shanghai culture. 

Ever since the discourse of “Shanghai Ark” became popular, 
local residents in Tilanqiao have utilized this official discourse for 
immediate interests and practical purposes, mimicking the official 
languages without embracing whole-heartedly the grand history 
itself. For example, a dazibao (literally “big character poster”) found 
outside the wall of 127 Huoshan Road, Tilanqiao reads: 
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Everyone has the responsibility to protect historical relics 
Protect Building of World War II
Waintain [sic.] Cultural of Judaism
Protecting Relics of WORLD WAR II, Inheriting 
Jewish Civilization
119-137 Huoshan Road, The Shanghai City-Level Protected District 
of Historic and Cultural Scene of Tilanqiao

The Outstanding Historical Architecture (The number for 
irremovable historical relics: 310109145089992139)

Originally constructed in the 34th year of Qing Guangxu period; 
old location of the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee 
(JDC) during World War II

In order to protect the foundation of the cultural relics and the 
architectures affiliated to it, no TRUCK is allowed into 125 Huoshan 
road!

Those who destruct the cultural relics will pay for it!
Residents of Tilanqiao Protected Historical Jewish District28

28 Wang Gong. Untitled. Digital Image. 163 Blog. 10 Aug. 2011. Web. 30 Nov. 2016.

Wang Gong. Untitled. Digital Image. 163 Blog. 10 August 
2011. Web. 30 November 2016. 
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Written in big characters and pasted on walls, the dazibao was 
a form of public advocacy in the 1950s to the 1970s. As a partic-
ular genre, it exposed improper social phenomena or individu-
al behavior. The language of a dazibao was usually fragmentary, 
spontaneous, and violent, seen as conveying the authentic voices 
and spontaneous thoughts of the people. This dazibao, found in 
Huoshan road, pieces together grand narratives of the Jewish 
rescuers, World War II, and government recognition, and fully 
reveals the post-colonial strategy of mimicry. The information 
on this poster is either exaggerated or inaccurate, betraying the 
fact that the residents of this building had a limited understand-
ing of the history and did not care about the accuracy of their 
account of it. For example, the “Shanghai City-Level Protected 
District of Historic and Cultural Scene of Tilanqiao” is an invent-
ed concept. The Shanghai local government did honor Tilanqiao 
as a “Historic and Cultural Scene,” but “city-level” and “protected 
district” appear to be terms fabricated by these authors to add 
weight to the building. By performing the official version of the 
history through the dazibao, the residents in 125 Huoshan Road 
tried to persuade the audience that the building was a historic 
site protected by the government. If domestic tourists witnessed 
the Museum as a mirror of subjugation, the local residents wit-
nessed the Museum as a mirror of negotiation of everyday triv-
ialities. Here, grand narratives and patriotism are means rather 
than ends.

Conclusion

This article looked into the myth of “Shanghai Ark” in official 
Chinese culture as a case of an ahistorical re-imagination of the 
Shanghai Jewish community during World War Two. It argued 
that the myth and its externalization in the Shanghai Jewish 
Refugee Museum served to facilitate external policy and inter-
nal nationalism on the one hand, and to prompt tourism and 
economic investment on the other. The instrumental functions 



Wang            129VOL. 6 2017 |

of the Museum changed over time. At first, it served the antag-
onism between China and the Japan. Subsequently, it mediated 
China-Israel tensions regarding the conflicts in the Middle East. 
After 2010, while the ideological functions continued, the eco-
nomic function of the Museum became more pronounced, with 
the need to attract tourism and investment. The agency of for-
mer Jewish refugees in Shanghai was revealed in the early pe-
riod of the Museum, when the Museum appealed to the Jewish 
refugees for testimonies, items, and documents. The agency of 
Chinese civilians was revealed in their indifference to a national 
discourse, mimicking the grand national narrative of Jewish ref-
ugees on behalf of their own banal everyday convenience. 
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With Song and Hard Work: 
Shirei Eretz Yisrael and the Social 
Imaginary
Jardena Gertler-Jaffe

From 1920 to the mid-1970s, the repertory of Shirei Eretz Yisrael (Songs of the Land of 
Israel or SLI) was created as a Zionist project when early migrants to the Israeli Yishuv 
were searching for cultural symbols that would unify its diverse population. The act of 
social imagining wherein the Israeli public created this canon of folksongs developed 
a quintessentially “Israeli” sound, informed by nationalistic ideology, creating an 
imagined cultural heritage for Israeli Jews. The invention of this tradition was justified 
through explanations of national character, which saw the repertory as a natural prod-
uct of the “folk.” Inversely, as the music of the “folk,” SLI made claims to the national 
character of the people it sought to represent. 

This article explores the processes by which the songs were imagined and circu-
lated, and the work that this repertoire does in terms of establishing a national “Israeli” 
character. This article problematizes these boundaries of “Israeli” and “non-Israeli” that 
the genre asserts. Of particular interest is how this creative process actively worked to re-
ject certain diaspora musical systems in order to promote a unified Israeli Jewish culture 
set apart from other Jewish traditions. 
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Near the end of the 1935 film The Land of Promise (Hebrew title: 
Le-Ḥayyim Ḥadashim), we are shown a vignette wherein a group 
of young students march at a public demonstration. These stu-
dents, we are told, have been drawn “out of laboratories, libraries 
and workshops” and into “the living currents of Palestinian life 
by its songs of reconstruction.”1 Singing one of these songs, “Shir 
Moledet” (Song of the Homeland,) accompanied only by their own 
militaristic marching, we begin to understand their project of 
“reconstruction:”

We love you, homeland,
With joy, with song, and with hard work
From the slopes of Lebanon to the Dead Sea
We shall traverse you with ploughs
We shall cultivate and build you up
We shall make you beautiful.2

This film was commissioned by the World Zionist Organization  
(WZO) and is said to be the “definitive pre-state portrayal of the 
developing Jewish national home,” according to The Hebrew 
University’s film archive.3 Even in this brief scene, we learn much 
about the Zionist project and the role of music in shaping it. The 
poetry delineates borders, literally and figuratively, that encircle 
the categories of “Israel” and “Israeli.”  Referencing what would 
later become the northern and eastern borders of the State of Is-
rael—Lebanon and the Dead Sea, respectively—the lyrics define 
“Israel” by establishing borders in terms of its physical space. 
“Shir Moledet” symbolically constructs a boundary of “Israeliness” 
by identifying a diligent, singing, and physically capable we. As

1  The Land of Promise, film, directed and edited by Judah Leman (1935; Pales-
tine: Keren Hayesod, 1992), videocassette. 

2  Translation adapted from Motti Regev and Edwin Seroussi, Popular Music 
and National Culture in Israel (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), 57.

3  Hillel Tryster, “‘The Land of Promise’ (1935): A Case Study in Zionist Film 
Propaganda,” Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television 15 no. 2 (1995): 188. 
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the song’s lyrics explain, their rebuilding task requires “joy,” 
“song,” and “hard work.” The rebuilding of Palestine is a project 
which is psychological, cultural and physical. 

Nathan Alterman and Daniel Sambursky wrote the poet-
ry and music of “Shir Moledet,” respectively, specifically for this 
film. However, this piece of music has acquired meaning beyond 
the film, becoming a quintessential part of the Shirei Eretz Yis-
rael (Songs of the Land of Israel, or SLI) canon. SLI is a genre of 
songs created in British Mandate Palestine, which became the 
State of Israel in 1948, from the early 1920s to around 1974.4 The 
circulation of the songs such as “Shir Moledet” in sing-alongs and 
songbooks led to their incorporation into the SLI genre.

My article will examine the ways in which the musical choices 
that were made by the “folk” of Israel in the years preceding and 
directly following the establishment of (political) statehood in 
1948 relate to the social imagining of their (cultural) nationhood. 
National ideology informed — and was informed by — this act 
of social imagining wherein the Israeli public created a canon of 
songs that were quintessentially “Israeli.” While Zionist thought 
at the time promoted an “ingathering of the exiles” [kibutz galuy-
ot,] many of the cultural projects led by cultural Zionists, such as 
Asher Ginsburg (known by his nom de plume Aḥad Ha’am) sought 
to create a new concept of “Jewishness” distinct from the diaspo-
ra. While Aḥad Ha’am was never a part of the WZO, influential 
members of the WZO such as Chaim Weizmann and Martin Bu-
ber promoted his agenda, and his ideas were central to the effects 
that Zionism has had on modern Jewish identity.5 The primary 
objective of Ahad Ha’am’s conception of Zionism was to create 
an original Hebrew culture in the “Land of Israel.” In terms of 
impact, this amounted to a negation of the diaspora. Building 
on ideas of cultural Zionists, the SLI established boundaries of 

4  Regev and Seroussi, Popular Music, 57.
5  Tanya Sermer, “The Battle for the Soul of Jerusalem: Musical Language, 

Public Performance, and Competing Discourses of the Israeli Nation-State,” 
(PhD Diss., University of Rochester, 2015), 83.
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“Israeliness” and of “Israeli Music” by rejecting the cultural histo-
ry of the galut (diaspora) in favor of an imagined Israeli musical 
history. 

By focusing on the composition and circulation of SLI songs, 
this article will illuminate the relationship between the musical 
representation of the Israeli “folk” and the social imagining of 
Israeli cultural nationhood in the years preceding and directly 
following statehood in 1948. I will trace the circulation process 
to show how music constituted a part of the attempt to build a 
unified national culture and Israeli identity, concluding by iden-
tifying compositional elements in the SLI songs that work to cre-
ate a concept of “Jewishness” and “Israeliness” distinct from the 
Jewish cultures of the diaspora.

The SLI canon includes songs composed within the struc-
ture, or for the approval of, the Zionist establishment, including 
various cultural institutions such as the Jewish National Fund 
and the Histadrut (General Workers’ Union). Songs are linked 
thematically based on their textual content, which celebrates the 
experience of the Yishuv (Jewish settlement preceding Israeli in-
dependence) through descriptions of the land or references to 
biblical return. This canon of songs was grouped together largely 
after they were composed, and later canonized through circula-
tion in sing-alongs and songbooks. This ex post facto category of 
song does not include every piece that was written during the 
time of the Yishuv. Definitively, these song were “the creation of 
composers who consciously or unconsciously sought a means of 
tonal organization that would reflect both the people’s attach-
ment to the land and the ingathering of the exiles.”6 While the 
pre-State Zionist project bore these songs, many of them became 
part of the Israeli folksong repertoire: the songs of the “folk” as 
imagined by the earliest Israeli composers.

6  Dalia Cohen and Ruth Katz, The Israeli Folk Song: A Methodological Exam-
ple of Computer Analysis of Monophonic Music (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, Hebrew 
University, 1977), 9. 



Gertler-Jaffe             135VOL. 6 2017 |

Creating a Nation

Music-making as part of the Zionist exercise began around the 
time of the second large mass of immigration to Palestine be-
tween 1904 and 1914, known as the Second Aliyah.7 Jewish inhabi-
tants of the “Land of Israel” created SLI folksongs at a time when 
Yishuv leadership searched for cultural symbols to unify its di-
verse Jewish populations. Natan Shahar, music scholar and com-
poser in the SLI style, relates this search for unity within music to 
the use of Hebrew: “Just as the Yishuv needed a common speech 
and created this by the deliberate use of both tradition and in-
novation, so did it need a common song, and created this in the 
same way.”8 The music of this “imagined canon” was inextricably 
tied to the processes of nation-building in the Land of Israel.9 

The process of nation-building is an act of social creativity. 
As Ernest Gellner writes, “nationalism is not the awakening of 
nations to self-consciousness: it invents nations where they do 
not exist.”10 Benedict Anderson asserts that Gellner’s formula-
tion of invention should not connote “fabrication” or “falsifica-
tion,” but rather an “imagining” that takes place in the creation 
of any community.11 This conception of invention as an “imagin-
ing” is apropos to the case of Israel; the Zionist movement was 
composed of people who imagined the State of Israel into being. 
These imaginings consisted of the creation of a unifying national 
culture, including a language—modern Hebrew—food, dance and 
music. 

7 James Loeffler, “Do Zionists Read Music from Right to Left? Abraham Tsvi 
Idelsohn and the Invention of Israeli Music,” Jewish Quarterly Review 100 no. 3 
(2010): 388.

8  Quoted in Hans Nathan, Israeli Folk Music: Songs of the Early Pioneers (Mad-
ison: A-R Editions, 1994), 46.

9  Philip V. Bohlman, The Study of Folk Music in the Modern World (Blooming-
ton: Indiana University Press, 1988), 119.

10  Ernest Gellner, Thought and Change (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 
1964), 168.

11  Benedict R. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and 
Spread of Nationalism, rev. ed. (London: Verso, 2006), 6.
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We can consider SLI folksongs a part of an invented Zionist 
tradition in Eric Hobsbawm’s terms. Here, traditions that ap-
pear to be ancient are often modern and have been “invented.”12 
These invented traditions imply continuity with the past through 
repetition that instills participants with understandings of cer-
tain principles and norms of conduct.13 The songs making up the 
SLI genre were created with the intention that they would be-
come the traditional repertoire of the Land of Israel, and, later, 
the State of Israel. Performance and communal singing of these 
pieces repeated Zionist unifying symbols, and the symbols en-
tered into the emerging Zionist, and later Israeli, imagination as 
part and parcel of its tradition. 

SLI compositions often involved romanticized descriptions 
of the geographical area and promoted the settler experience.14 
Themes in later repertoire, following 1948 and the Arab-Israeli 
War, included the experience of serving in the military and the 
importance of defending the state.15 Jehoash Hirshberg men-
tions two other functions of the SLI repertoire besides creating 
a unified culture: “to enhance the revival of Hebrew through set-
tings of both biblical texts and modern lyrics; and to unify people 
through communal singing.”16 

Philip V. Bohlman emphasizes the invented-ness of this Zion-
ist folk tradition. He explains that the justification of “imagined 
canons” of folk music tends to operate in a cyclical way, where 
the invented-ness of the tradition disappears through explana-
tions of national character.17 From this perspective, folk music 
can be seen as the natural production of the “folk,” according to 

12  Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, The Invention of Tradition (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 1.

13  Hobsbawm and Ranger, The Invention of Tradition, 2.
14  Regev and Seroussi, Popular Music, 59.
15  Regev and Seroussi, Popular Music, 61.; Tanya Sermer, “The Battle for the 

Soul of Jerusalem”, 91–93
16  Jehoash Hirshberg, Music in the Jewish Community of Palestine 1880–1948: A 

Social History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 146.
17  Bohlman, The Study of Folk Music, 117.
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their particular folk spirit. The music is therefore frequently re-
garded as reflecting the people it claims to represent. However, 
this circular logic ignores guided composition in which ideology 
influences the process of the composition of songs. Composers 
built upon source materials that they felt would reflect their na-
tional and ideological agendas in the process of creating the SLI 
folksong repertoire.18 As the music was to be seen as of the “folk,” 
the music can likewise be seen as better reflecting the Zionist 
ideal of an “Israeli” than a true or authentic expression of some 
sort of folk spirit of the inhabitants of the area.

Circulation of Songs of the Land of Israel

SLI was so popular that the notions of “Israel” and “Israeliness” it 
promoted were inescapable to the forming audience. SLI songs 
circulated in broadsides, performances by professional singers 
and choirs, recordings, radio broadcasts, youth groups and pub-
lic schools.19 The demand for new SLI songs was driven by the 
ubiquitous performances of the repertoire. Communal singing 
was by far the most widespread mode of circulation of this genre. 
Communal sing-alongs were an extremely popular phenomenon, 
especially in the rapidly expanding urban centers after the fourth 
and five waves of immigration to British Mandate Palestine from 
roughly 1924 to 1939. During this period of transition, communal 
singing moved from a rural context to an urban context; from 
spontaneous informal gatherings to semi-formal events led by 
a communal singing instructors who taught new songs. These 
events gained popularity in part because they were some of the 
only public entertainment allowed on Shabbat. Since films, con-
certs, and plays were not allowed to run on Friday nights due to 
the religious restrictions of Shabbat, mass sing-alongs became a 
major source of weekend entertainment.20 

18  Bohlman, The Study of Folk Music, 118.
19  Sermer, “Battle for the Soul of Jerusalem,” 91–93.
20  Hirshberg, Music in the Jewish Community of Palestine, 153.
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The Jewish National Fund (JNF), a Zionist non-profit organi-
zation involved in fundraising of money to buy and develop land 
for the Yishuv, compiled SLI songbooks and recorded albums. 
These songbooks and albums facilitated the circulation of SLI be-
yond Jewish settlements in Palestine. They reached members of 
the Jewish diaspora as tokens of authentic “Israeli” culture. The 
JNF created postcards, for example, with printed song texts for 
Jewish settlers to send to their friends and family in the diaspo-
ra. Many postcards contained transliterations and vowel point-
ing under the Hebrew letters, indicating that these objects were 
meant for an audience of non-Hebrew speakers. 21 (Fig. 1) Other 
Zionist organizations, such as the Cultural Centre of the Federa-
tion of Hebrew Workers, published folksong anthologies. 

In 1929, the JNF’s first songster publication, called Mezameret 
Ha-Aretz (Israel Sings) sold out and led to the production and 
distribution of more songbooks.22 From 1929 to 1942, the JNF be-
came the largest publisher of SLI. According to Natan Shahar, 
author of several studies on the SLI genre, “the fact that a nation-
al Zionist institution, with an extremely broad [reach], was en-
gaged in disseminating songs, procured public recognition and 
prestige for the actual songs, the song publications and the song 
composers.”23 

When referring to the circulation of these songs, either 
through postcards or communal singing events, it is important 
to understand this process through Benjamin Lee and Edward 
LiPuma’s model of a culture of circulation. This model posits that 
meaning is transmitted not only through the circulating meme 
(i.e., song) but that the act of circulation itself can be a “constitu-
tive act” that creates meaning.24 In the case of SLI, it is not only 

21  This particular postcard contains the music and lyrics for “Shira Heḥalil” (Song of 
the Flute) by Mordechai Zeira. Photo reproduced here with permission of image owner. 

22  Natan Shahar, The Eretz-Israeli Song and the Jewish National Fund (Jerusa-
lem: Keren Kayemet le-Yisrael, 1994), 2.

23  Shahar, The Eretz-Israeli Song, 3.
24 Benjamin Lee and Edward LiPuma, “Cultures of Circulation: The Imagina-

tions of Modernity,” Public Culture 14 no.1 (2002): 192.
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Fig. 1: Many postcards contained transliterations and 
vowel pointing under the Hebrew letters, indicating 
that these objects were meant for an audience of 
non-Hebrew speakers. SLI Postcard from Keren 
Kayemeth LeIsrael (Jewish National Fund).
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the textual and musical content of these songs that is meaning-
ful, but the actual culture of circulation that disseminated the 
meaning of the music to its interpretive community. 

One can think of SLI as contributing to the social imaginary 
of “Israeliness,” or a social formation that comes about through 
the circulation of publications and mass-mediated performanc-
es. As Byron Dueck explains, 

social imaginaries come into existence as people per-
form and publish for unknown audiences, and especially 
as they acknowledge the previously circulating perfor-
mances and publications of others…Imaginaries emerge 
as performances, broadcasts, publications, and acts of 
bodily discipline respond to previous ones, and antici-
pate others to come.25 

These imaginaries work to develop socially shared understand-
ings of what it means to participate in collective life, establishing 
one’s relations to others in social networks and formations.

SLI, as a genre intended to be the “folksong” of Israel, iden-
tifies and imagines its “folk” through its circulation. The circula-
tion of song texts makes up the discourse that acts to reflexively 
create a public. Social theorist Michael Warner writes that pub-
lics must be self-identifying, self-organized, and exist by virtue of 
being called to attention.26 Where Warner uses “you” to address 
a public and call them to attention, SLI often uses “we.” While 
printed SLI songbooks identified composer and poet, an un-
common feature for a folksong genre, the boundary between the 
composer/poet and the public is blurred by the use of the word 
“we.”27 The composer/poet self-identifies as a member of the 

25 Byron Dueck, Musical Intimacies and Indigenous Imaginaries: Aboriginal Mu-
sic and Dance in Public Performance (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 6.

26  Michael Warner, “Publics and Counterpublics,” Public Culture 14 no.1 
(2002): 50; 60.

27  An example of the poet identifying with the communal singing public 
can be seen in the lyrics to “Shir Moledet” at the beginning of this article. 
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public, negating their identities as musicologist, cultural com-
mentator, or politician. It is important to notice that the public 
addressed by SLI is definitively not the same public that is iden-
tified through membership in a nation, army, or religion.28  The 
act of self-identification—of becoming a member of this public 
voluntarily— is what, in turn, defines the public in itself. As this 
genre identifies aspects of the model “Israeli,” it rejects those in-
habitants in the region who are not able to self-identify as a part 
of this model public. They may still not be able to self-identify 
as a model “Israeli,” even is one has been able to acquire Israeli 
citizenship. Due to the circulation of the genre in the diaspora, 
the circulation of these songs allows listeners and singers to also 
identify as “model Israelis” without acquiring citizenship or liv-
ing in the area. Those people who self-identify with the public of 
SLI know themselves to be “the people” of Israel, distinct in this 
space of liminal and disputed identities. 

Ethnomusicologist Martin Stokes writes that musical per-
formance has a role in the creation, manipulation and negotiation 
of meanings.29 He stresses that “music is socially meaningful not en-
tirely but largely because it provides means by which people recog-
nize identities, places, and boundaries which separate them.”30 Lee 
and LiPuma agree with Stokes, adding that the culture of circulation 
of music creates these boundaries through the circulation of cultur-
al forms which assume the existence of an audience and interpre-
tive community.31 The songbooks, songs, and postcards circulating 
SLI in the early days of the Zionist project identified an interpretive 
community. The genre fulfilled an aesthetic and affective expecta-
tion of being a folksong, thereby identifying the public and inter-
pretive community as the “folk” through the process of circulation. 

Genres of folksong are considered to be of the “folk,” but they also 
produce the “folk.” The circulation of these folksongs communicated 

28  Warner, “Publics and Counterpublics,” 56.
29  Martin Stokes, Ethnicity, Identity, and Music: The Musical Construction of 

Place (Oxford, UK: Berg, 1994), 2.
30  Stokes, Ethnicity, Identity and Music, 5.
31  Lee and LiPuma, “Cultures of Circulation,” 192.
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the very notions of what it means to be “Israeli.” Identifying yourself 
as a member of the public addressed by SLI’s “we” meant that you 
could see yourself as a model “Israeli.” 

Composing Model “Israelis”

Daniel Sambursky, the composer of “Shir Moledet,” was born to a 
family of Russian Jews. Sambursky’s family, like many of those 
Eastern European Jews who were derogatorily called Ostjuden, 
rejected their own cultural history and absorbed German and Zi-
onist values which dominated the “Land of Israel” at the time.32 
While Sambursky heard Yiddish and Hasidic melodies at home, 
it was the music of non-Jewish Central Europe that most influ-
enced his compositions in the SLI genre.33 Sambursky’s back-
ground is similar to that of around 189 composers of SLI. The 
composers were almost all émigrés from Central and Eastern 
Europe. Most of the composers born in Eastern Europe received 
formal music education in Germany and France.34 Their compo-
sitional training is reflected in their output. 

While SLI is eclectic, drawing inspiration from Russian, Yid-
dish, Hasidic and other folksong traditions, by the mid-1920s the 
inclusion of what were termed “foreign influences” subsequently 
labelled the songs as not authentically “Israeli,” and therefore not 
part of the SLI repertory.35 Early pieces in the SLI repertory drew 
influence from Russian folksongs and Hasidic niggunim (word-
less melodies). As the genre became more widely circulated, 
however, the most popular songs were ones considered empty 
of such Hasidic or Russian “foreign influences.” The label of “for-
eign influence” was applied to different musical traditions in-
consistently. While musical contributions from the Klezmer rep-
ertory might be rejected on the basis of influence by the Roma, 

32  Hirshberg, Music in the Jewish Community of Palestine, 147.
33  Hirshberg, Music in the Jewish Community of Palestine, 147–149.
34  Hirshberg, Music in the Jewish Community of Palestine, 147.
35  Hirshberg, Music in the Jewish Community of Palestine, 152.
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musical contributions from the Christian secular high culture 
of Germany were accepted.36 Influences from Western art mu-
sic were welcomed on the basis of their “universality,” allowing 
Western music to exist not as the “music of a specific culture” but 
simply as “music.”37 

While the earliest forms of the genre included Russian and 
Yiddish folk melodies set to Hebrew words, these melodies fell 
out of style in favor of melodies that could more obviously be 
called “Israeli.” Forms found in Western art music influenced the 
melodies: songs were pre-composed, as opposed to the more im-
provisatory styles of song traditions that incorporate geograph-
ically-proximate modal systems, such as Arabic maqamat, and 
Persian radif.38 Melodies in the SLI canon are frequently com-
posed using a natural minor tonality, where the simple harmonic 
motion of these compositions was drawn from the Western folk 
music of the time, including no chromaticism or modulation.39 

Many of the debates surrounding the composition of Isra-
el’s national music have centered on the question of its national 
distinctiveness and an “aspiration to an immutable, authentic 
Jewish-Israeli, musical essence.”40 Prior to the establishment of 
the State of Israel many cultural Zionists believed that they had 
solved the problem of finding a national music, citing the antho-

36  While the Enlightenment brought “secularity” to European nations, 
many of these countries were still influenced by Christian theology, mythol-
ogies, and cultures. As such, their secular culture was still very much Chris-
tian. For more on this, see Janet R. Jakobsen and Ann Pellegrini, Secularisms 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2008).

37   Bob White, Music and Globalization: Critical Encounters (Bloomington: In-
diana University Press, 2012), 78.

38  The following videos demonstrate the two modal systems:  Michael 
Ibrahim playing a taqsim (improvised piece) using the mode of bayati from the 
Arabic maqam system. https://youtu.be/O3z-MSYqlqc; Dariush Talai playing 
setar, incorporating the Persian modal system called radif. https://youtu.be/
WdRqpl4aMN8. 

39  Sermer, “Battle for the Soul of Jerusalem,” 90.
40  Loeffler, “Do Zionists Read,” 386.
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logical work of musicologist Abraham Zvi Idelsohn.41 According 
to ethnomusicologist James Loeffler, “Israeli music began its life 
in Idelsohn’s own imagination.”42 Focused on finding a unifying 
feature of Jewish music, Idelsohn’s anthologies, published in 1914 
and 1933, were influenced by a desire to construct a new secular 
national culture through the careful curation of music from the 
nation’s past. 

Seemingly influenced by Wagner, Idelsohn’s musical mis-
sion negated most music from diaspora Jewry when searching 
for a national music.43 Richard Wagner asserted in his 1849 Ju-
denthum in Musik that Jews were only capable of mimicry and 
could not contribute creatively to culture, be it musically or oth-
erwise.44 While Wagner’s ideas are now largely rejected as blatant 
anti-Semitism, his influence on the discourse of Jewish culture 
reverberated from within Jewish communities. Idelsohn and 
other cultural critics considered musika yehudit (Jewish music) to 
have been tainted by centuries of assimilation. Like many oth-
er Zionist thinkers who believed in the “healing” effects of their 
movement, Idelsohn believed that the music of the galut would 
be “reborn as Hebrew national music cleaned of its national de-
tritus.”45 These ideals governed Idelsohn’s prolific writings on the 
creation of Israel’s national music.

Music of the geographically-proximate Yemenite Jews was 
considered to be a welcome influence, due to a common theory, 
supported by Idelsohn, that their music had some relationship 
to the music of biblical times. This assertion that traditions are 
granted legitimacy through their perceived association with an-

41  Loeffler, “Do Zionists Read,” , 387.
42  Loeffler, “Do Zionists Read,” , 416.
43  For example, one of Idelsohn’s most famous contributions, “Hava Nagi-

la,” created using the melody of a Hasidic niggun, has become a universal Jewish 
symbol, rather than Israeli or Zionist.

44  H. Ashton Ellis, Wagner on Music and Drama: A Compendium of Richard 
Wagner’s Prose Works (New York: Da Capo Press, 1964), 51.

45  Loeffler, “Do Zionists Read,” 394.



Gertler-Jaffe             145VOL. 6 2017 |

cient practices.46 Yemenite Jews, who Idelsohn wrote had “lived 
in seclusion for the past thirteen hundred years,” were seen 
as providing a connection to the ancient Hebrew culture that 
supposedly existed prior to the Jewish diaspora.47 As a result, 
Yemenite music was selected as an example of Israel’s cultural 
heritage, and the guttural vocal techniques, seen as typical of Ye-
menite singing traditions, was welcomed as a stylistic element of 
this folksong.48 

In contrast to the borrowing of musical elements from Ye-
menite Jewry, the music of other diaspora Jewish groups was 
rejected. Each of these groups in the galut experienced an inter-
nalization of the Wagnerian notion that denied the existence of 
a Jewish musical culture in the diaspora. For example, musical 
practices of Jews in Muslim-majority countries, later called Miz-
raḥi, was disqualified as “Jewish” and “Israeli” due to the large in-
fluenced it derived from Arab maqamat, diwan poetry and poetic 
styles, and the use of Arab musical instruments.49 

Mizraḥi musicians who wanted to contribute to the canon 
of SLI had to operate from within the established conventions of 
the genre, without the influence of the musical culture of their 
birth countries. Idelsohn’s ideal for composing nationalistic mu-
sic emphasizes a particular way that Mizraḥi musicians could be 
represented in this repertoire; specifically, his call to incorporate 
a type of “oriental sound” into national songs. Idelsohn valued 
Western depictions of Eastern musicality, often imbued with 
classic Orientalist tropes, such as sensuality and repression, over 
actual contributions by Mizraḥi musicians. Mizraḥi Jewry had to 
compose within a distinctly non-Mizraḥi style in order to have 

46  Hobsbawm and Ranger, Invention of Tradition, 2.
47  Abraham Zvi Idelsohn, Jewish Music in its Historical Development (New 

York: Tudor Publishing Company, 1948), 60.
48  Regev and Seroussi, Popular Music, 53.
49  Amnon Shiloah, Jewish Musical Traditions (Detroit, Wayne State Universi-

ty Press, 1992), 225 and Marsha Edelman, Discovering Jewish Music (Philadelphia: 
The Jewish Publication Society, 2003), 241.
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their music considered part of SLI.50 Those who did not adopt 
the style were considered to be composing for a different genre, 
musiqa mizraḥit. It is important to note that while musiqa mizraḥit 
eventually gained mainstream popularity, it is unlikely to be 
claimed as a national representation of Israel’s music.51 

This process of changing compositional style in order to 
conform to national conventions was necessary in order to have 
their compositions printed in songbooks and performed at sing-
alongs and festivals. Edelman describes this as a part of a greater 
cultural process that “attempted to assimilate all Eastern immi-
grants into Western patterns.”52 Among Central European Ash-
kenazim, “foreign influence” was considered the music of the Os-
tjuden. Therefore, Ashkenazi music can only be considered SLI if 
the music omits the characteristic augmented second interval of 
the harmonic minor-based Klezmer modes and adopts the more 
Western-sounding natural minor tonality.53 The greater cultural 
process of eschewing “Eastern” influence transferred Oriental-
ist tropes used to oppress and encourage assimilation in Central 
Europe onto anti-assimilationist Eastern European Jews and 
Mizraḥim. 

The circulation of the poetry of SLI identifies a particular 
“folk” that excludes certain members of the Jewish diaspora. Spe-
cifically, the emphasis on the physical building and militant pro-
tection of the “Land of Israel,” a theme included in many songs 
of this genre, harkens to a concept of “muscular Judaism” or 
the “muscle Jew.” The lyrics of SLI frequently mention feats of 
strength and physical activity, such as in the song “Kor’im Lanu 
La-lekhet” (They are Calling Us to Go) by Efi Netzer:

50  This began to change around the 1980s, when select Mizraḥi songs en-
tered the canon through public sing-alongs, festivals and incorporation in song 
publications. Regev and Seroussi, Popular Music, 123–124; 232.

51  Regev and Seroussi, Popular Music, 213.
52  Edelman, Discovering Jewish Music, 241.
53  Regev and Seroussi, Popular Music, 53.
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Again the valley is spread in front of us
And the mountain range rises above it
Joyful are those who march with us
And can conquer both on foot!54

The poetry of this song, with references to the scenery and the act 
of physically conquering it, is typical of the themes of SLI poet-
ry. Max Nordau introduced ideas of “Muscular Judaism” in 1898 
in a speech at the Second Zionist Congress.55 Nordau felt that 
this new conception of the physically competent Jew would rev-
olutionize the image of the people as “Zionism regenerates the 
Jewish body through the physical education of the young gener-
ation, which will regenerate the long-lost muscular Judaism.”56 
Nordau’s emphasis on physical activity grew out of a German na-
tionalistic idea that strong nations were full of people who had 
healthy minds in healthy bodies. To Nordau and his supporters, 
“Muscular Judaism” was seen as diametrically opposed to the 
stereotypes of degeneration and frailty associated with diasporic 
Judaism.57 In popular thought at the time, Jewish and non-Jew-
ish racial thinkers alike considered Jews to be more prone to 

54 Translated quote adapted from Regev and Seroussi, Popular Music, 62. 
The relationship between SLI and Israeli folk dancing might be another way 
that the genre related to the promotion and circulation of notions of a physical-
ly-competent Jew, but the discussion of folk dancing is out of the scope of this 
article. For more on this connection, see Gdalit Neuman, “Dancing Between 
Old Worlds and New: Max Nordau’s New Jew Idea and its Manifestation in Pre-
State Israeli Folk Dance,” Performance Matters 2 no. 2 (2016): 110–122.

55  While the rebirth of the Jewish people in “the Jewish homeland” was 
often attached to valorizing the healthy, physically competent, heterosexual, 
masculine Jew—and such ideas have continued with the national militariza-
tion of Israel—it is not the entire story. See Shaun J. Halper, “Coming Out of the 
Hasidic Closet: Jiří Mordechai Langer (1894–1943) and the Fashioning of Homo-
sexual-Jewish Identity,” The Jewish Quarterly Review 101 no. 2 (2011): 189–231; and 
Allan Arkush, “Antiheroic Mock Heroics: Daniel Boyarin versus Theodor Herzl 
and His Legacy,” Jewish Social Studies 4 no. 3 (1998): 65–92.

56  Quoted in Moshe Zimmerman, “Muscle Jews Versus Nervous Jews,” in 
Emancipation Through Muscles: Jews and Sports in Europe, ed. Michael Brenner and 
Gideon Reuveni. (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2006), 13.

57  Zimmerman, “Muscle Jews,” 13.
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“nervousness” and hysteria. The Jew, who was susceptible to 
these feminized mental illnesses, could be cured of his effemi-
nacy through physical activity and feats of masculine strength. 
The function of this physically-adept Jew was to counteract what 
Nordau identified as the rapidly-advancing physical degenera-
tion of the Jewish people.58 The communal singing of texts which 
communicated ideals of physical conquering the land and the 
importance of working together represented the ideal of the 
new, muscular Jewish “Israeli.” The circulation of these texts, 
which highlight the importance of muscularity, reinforced the 
idea that the Israeli would be different, separate, and more phys-
ically-capable than the diaspora Jew.

Tied to negative conceptions of diaspora were the languag-
es spoken by galut Jews. In the same way that the music of the 
galut was seen as having being tainted by assimilation, those at-
tempting to establish a Jewish national language saw diasporic 
languages as polluted. Yiddish, German, Arabic, Judeo-Arabic, 
and Judeo-Spanish were all invalidated as national languages 
due to the languages’ association with non-Jewish societies and 
even the persecution of Jews. Instead, modern Hebrew, devel-
oped from the Jewish liturgical language with contemporary ad-
ditions, emerged as the Zionist lingua franca.59 It follows that SLI, 
seen as national music, would be written in the new national lan-
guage. The value of speaking Hebrew was promoted through the 
circulation of this extremely popular folksong genre, where other 
languages were considered to be less “Israeli” and therefore not 
desirable.

58  Todd Samuel Presner, Muscular Judaism: The Jewish Body and the Politics of 
Regeneration (New York: Routledge, 2007), 2.

59  Tudor Parfitt, “The Use of Hebrew in Palestine: 1800–1882,” Journal of Se-
mitic Studies 17 no. 2 (1972): 237.
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Conclusion

Through the culture of circulation surrounding the genre of SLI, 
Zionist organizations such as the Jewish National Fund and Gen-
eral Workers’ Union disseminated values of being a model “Israe-
li.” These values often served to single out examples of “model” 
cultures, often at the expense of the music, language, and culture 
of Jews of the galut. In the twentieth century, a time of unprec-
edented destruction of Jewish culture, especially in Central and 
Eastern Europe, the contribution of the Zionist movement to the 
annihilation of diverse Jewish cultural histories is unfortunate. 
To fully understand the importance of the context of creation 
of this repertoire is to understand the lasting effects these ideas 
have had in developing the notion of “Israel” and “Israeli,” and, in 
turn, the effect they have had on Jewish culture all over the world. 
As Bohlman puts it, “if, indeed, the canon’s continuity with the 
past is spurious, the continuity it lends to a national agenda in 
the present is not.”60 While the creation of the genre was an act 
of social imagining, the reverberating effects that this repertoire 
has had on concepts of “Israel,” “Israeli,” and “Jewish” are very 
real.
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from CEDE

[Truesse, Unknown Worker, Charles]

Chaos and Rectification
Robert Yerachmiel Sniderman
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CEDE (pp. 154–159) was originally written for the solo show, 
we hear same, in collaboration with the artist David Bernstein. 
The show was commissioned and exhibited by the De Kijkdoos 
Project Space, June 1, to July 6, 2012, an outdoor gallery of com-
partmentalized display cases built into the walls of a building in 
the former Jewish quarter of Amsterdam. The collaboration re-
contextualized the scriptural story of Ya’akov and Esav—need, 
confusion, and deception culminating into mass separation and 
potential fratricide—perpetrated perhaps most concisely by an 
object built by Bernstein: two full wine bottles connected by a 
single cork. By itself, CEDE likewise works as a critique on the 
possibility of singularity, an intensification of the tropes of di-
version, roots, names.

 
“[Truesse, Unknown Worker, Charles]” (p. 160) is from a se-

ries of poems titled THE BLACKSMITH, a dialogue between the 
author’s maternal grandfather’s Jewish and assimilated names 
(souls). This inherited family artifact appears in the middle of the 
dialogue. THE BLACKSMITH was composed in the place where 
this grandfather was born, raised, and worked until retirement, 
a men’s clothing store in Schuylkill County, Pennsylvania, in the 
last two years he worked there.

 
“Chaos and Rectification” (p.161) appears in person as a 

large-scale print, part of a developing graffiti series titled GESYA 
MIROKHOVNA GELFMAN, a nineteenth-century Russian Jew-
ish political terrorist.



156  From CEDE | TJJT

    Yaakov [Esav] I

    am x split  

    from the mother of thinxs

    from the father of thinxs

    in the room you say you are

    Esav [Yaakov] on the xround

    being

    waked
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    do I speak

    where sawed
    
    rock dries

    or well

    my lbs?
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    I want

    work

   

    we hear

    same
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 Esav———Yaakov 

    

     houses lie
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   if I contu continu

   I am the half
       
   I wear    
   
       

   the image
    
   it permits

       

               not    
 
   under 

   these helicopter

    

               executions
 
   emulsion window pane

    of the job in your hands
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   Yitzhak is not my father
   

   he is a friend of my fathers
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