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Introduction: Modern Hebrew Culture and Language

Ada Taggar-Cohen

The Hebrew Language was part of the identity of the Jews throughout their long history, and in
that language they expressed their cultural wisdom, performed rituals and preserved their historical
experience through oral exchanges and written texts. Over the past 150 years Hebrew has
reemerged as an everyday language, while maintaining its role as the language of high culture and
literature. Hebrew is the vehicle of modern culture for Jews and non-Jews in the State of Israel
and elsewhere, with its deep roots going back through millennia to biblical times.

A Web search for the combination “Hebrew Culture” reveals an interesting point: two international
conferences were held in February 2013 —one in Australia and the other in India—on the theme of
“Hebrew Language and Culture,” or just “Hebrew Culture”. The term “Jewish Culture” was not
used in these cases. However, looking through older references we see that the word “Hebrew” was
used mostly in the combinations “Ancient Hebrew” or “Modern Hebrew”, while the word “culture”
was often used in the combination “Jewish Culture”. These findings seem to indicate the recent
emergence of the concept of “Hebrew Culture” as part of Cultural Studies, rather than the previous
usage of “Jewish Culture”, which strongly related to the concepts and methodologies of Religious
Studies. One, of course, cannot deny the fact that the Jews were a religious group through the ages,
but they were also clearly identified as an ethnic group and thus maintained throughout their history
of Diaspora existence non-religious cultural components”’—such as poetry and literature—which
increased once Jews were emancipated in some European countries from the 19" century onward.

The emancipation of European Jews went together with the demand from Christian society that
they should “achieve complete cultural and national assimilation.”” Some Jews accepted this
demand and adopted various degrees of assimilation, but other regarded emancipation as an
opportunity that would lead to national revival and modernization. Some of those modern Jewish
intellectuals, who were often also secular, debated the question whether Jewish Culture should be
conducted in Hebrew or in other languages. Although different answers were given to this question,
a strong stream of Hebrew culture developed and manifested itself in the publication of newspapers,
periodicals, translations and original literature. Writing in Hebrew became a natural mode of
expression for secular Jewish culture, and it soon became also a living language in daily use.

When speaking of “Hebrew Culture,” one has to divide the topic into periods of Jewish existence,
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Modern Hebrew Culture and Language

as well as geographical existence, but this term seems most applicable to Modern Hebrew Culture
developed during the 20" into the 21* centuries as part of the development and growth of Zionism.?

In a recent volume edited by David Biale and titled Cultures of the Jews nine essays describe the
world of “modern Jewish cultures,” as a result of long history of acculturation, adjustments or
assimilation to different cultures starting with the changes resulting from the evolvement of the
modern nation-states.? The first chapters in this volume describe the transformations in Western and
Eastern Europe and the Ottoman empire; they continue with Arab countries in North Africa and the
Middle East, focusing on Israel’s “Oriental” Jews (Mizrachim) and their cultural estrangement and
acceptance, and finish with American Jewish culture; the different authors give a detailed description
of the cultural state of each of those communities in the modern era. The cultures of the Jews in
recent times, mainly in Israel and North America, can be defined by the fact that they were built
around two poles: on the one hand a long historical Jewish legacy bound by religious identity, and
on the other a free independent life of secular Jewish existence. As Biale writes, this may be “only
the latest phase in an eternal cycle [...] an enduring theme in the cultural history of the Jews.”>

The conference at Doshisha University tried to present Modern Jewish culture—with an emphasis
on Hebrew culture—as it can be seen in historical perspective, and the way it is portrayed today by the
internationally acclaimed Israeli novelist and essayist A. B. Yehoshua, who was our keynote speaker,
as well as by scholars from Israel and Japan. Following is a short abstract of the papers presented at the
conference. In this volume the papers are divided into four parts, according to the topics and language

in which they were presented. Parts one, three, and four are in English and part two is in Japanese.

A summary of the conference papers

As a prelude to our conference we started with a special session that included a paper by Prof.
Yoshimi Miyake on Israeli films. She started by noting the fact that in recent years Israeli films
have been well accepted internationally, and even in Japan, and were nominated for important
international prizes, some of which were even granted to several of them. She described the
production of Israeli films and the main themes with which they are concerned (her paper is
included in Part II).

The paper was followed by the screening of a film based on a recent novel by A.B. Yehoshua,
The Human Resources Manager, a 2010 Israeli drama film directed by Eran Riklis. It concerns
the way in which a manager of human resources in a Jerusalem bakery reacts to the death of a

foreign worker who was killed in a suicide bomb attack in a Jerusalem market, and the fact that no
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one comes to identify the body until a journalist gets involved in the case. The story reveals the
gradual change in the manager’s sensitivity in treating the case. Following the screening A. B.
Yehoshua answered questions regarding his decision to write the book, and his reactions to the
film. As the author clarified to the audience, he attempted to address Israeli society in such difficult
times of suicide bombing that have killed many adults and children in Israel. He wanted to point
out to the Jewish society, that they should not forget the biblical moral demands of treating the
alien resident (Hebrew ger) “as yourselves”, even in hard times.® He believes the film is important
even though the script deviates from the novel somewhat.

On the second and third days we had two public lectures: one by A. B. Yehoshua and the other
by Prof. Nitza Ben-Dov, both offering a historical perspective on Modern Hebrew literature (their
papers are in Part I). A. B. Yehoshua spoke on Israeli identity being shaped in a long process
which required a profound change: rather than being based on mythology, as the identity of Jews
in the Diaspora has been, it must be based on history, taking responsibility for their own national
life. Yehoshua demonstrated his argument with several examples and explained the difficulties in
reaching this goal. In the second part of his talk Yehoshua spoke about the writing of his own
novel, A Journey to the End of the Millennium, as an illustration to the way in which literature and
art can also take part in the realization of a return to history.

Prof. Nitza Ben-Dov’s public lecture offered a journey with the Hebrew language through the
history of the wanderings of the Jews in the diaspora, beginning with the first wandering Hebrew,
Abraham. She demonstrated the deep relationship between Hebrew language and Jewish history,
with an emphasis on wandering and movement, which she then illustrated with examples from
Modern Hebrew literature, from the great master S. Y. Agnon to contemporary Israeli writers. She
also spoke of the growing awareness of Hebrew literature and culture throughout the world.

Apart from these two public lectures we held three workshops: two were conducted in English
(Parts III and IV), and one in Japanese (Part II). Three papers were delivered in Japanese under the
title Hebrew Literature and Jewish Studies in Japan, representing different trends in the current
Japanese scholarship in Jewish Studies generally and Modern Hebrew literature specifically.

The first paper, delivered by Prof. Cizuko Takao, presented details of the use of Hebrew
language in Russia in the late 19" century. She stressed the activity of Avraham Mapu and
especially Moshe Leib Lilenblum as the heart of Hebrew writing in Odessa, which being a
multilingual city, opened its doors also to Hebrew, and the new Zionist movement was to flourish
there. After reaching a pick in its use, Hebrew was suppressed after the 1917 revolution, and the

Jewish community by the influence of the Bund group, moved to using Yiddish, and it lost its
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Hebrew vitality. The center for Zionist activity of Hebrew writers moved to Palestine with the
immigration of 12 Hebrew writers, including the leading poet Hayim Nachman Bialik.

Dr. Mitsuharu Akao’s paper examined various examples of the utopia novel genre in the Modern
Jewish literature critically, and pointed out the “absence of others” which he finds to be common
to all of them. The writers whose work he examined wrote in various languages and not only in
Hebrew, beginning with 19" century Edmund Eisler and Elchanan Lewinsky, through the founder
of political Zionism Theodor Herzl, and up to current Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu,
among others.

Dr. Kazue Hosoda took a detailed look at the writings of Arab Israeli writers, examining the
problem of language and identity. Her paper surveys the work in Hebrew language of the minority
Israeli-Arabs, both Muslims and Christians, since the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948.
She concluded with the most prolific and popular writer Sayyed Kashua, who tries to bring the
complicated socio-political situation of this minority, and mostly of its younger generation, to the
awareness of other Israelis.

The workshops in English focused on two themes: the one looked at the relations between the
novelist and his public and critics (Part III), while the other revolved around translations from
Japanese into Hebrew, presenting general trends and specific difficulties in translation between
these two distant languages (Part IV).

In the first workshop A.B. Yehoshua presented his understanding of the position of the writer in
modern Israel and how it is expected of him to express his views in the social and political arena.
The main arguments in his talk were published previously in an article in Hebrew, which was
translated into Japanese by Naoya and Etsuko Katsumata especially for this conference and is also
included in this volume (Part II). Prof. Nitza Ben-Dov gave a personal perspective of her
relationships with the novelists about whose novels she wrote her academic studies, starting with S.
Y. Agnon and continuing with A. B. Yehoshua, Amos Oz, Hayim Beer and others. Prof. Yasuko
Murata presented a new interpretation of one of the major novels by A. B. Yehoshua, titled Mar
Mani. She suggests seeing in this novel an autobiographical attempt on behalf of the author to look
at his Sephardic roots and to offer a different perspective of Zionist history. The paper presents
three major themes in the book—reverse chronology, the ‘Akeda theme, and Jerusalem as a main
protagonist—through which the author created his interpretation of “history and culture”.

The second session included two papers on translation. Dr. Doron B. Cohen presented a survey
of the translations of Japanese literature into Hebrew in the past 70 years, focusing on specific

episodes and identifying some general trends in the work of translators and publishers, pointing
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out the mounting popularity of this literature among the Israeli reading public in the past two
decades. He also added a shorter review of translation in the opposite direction, from Hebrew into
Japanese, the results of which indicate different concerns in Japan from those in Israel, with
Japanese interest in Israel being more political then literary.

Dr. Michal (Miki) Daliot-Bul presented various examples from her own experience as a
translator of Japanese literature into Hebrew, as well as that of her colleagues. She demonstrated
how subtle points necessarily get lost in translation, and pointed out ways for keeping the reader
as close as possible to the ambience of the original text.

In summery we can say that the papers presented in this conference introduced various
approaches to Hebrew Culture and various trends in Jewish Studies. The conference brought
together Israeli and Japanese scholars, who presented their respective perspectives to the general
public, to the students and to their colleagues. Our hope is that this conference served not only to
increase awareness of this theme, but also brought closer together two cultures thriving at the two

extremes of the Asian continent.

Notes

1) Eliezer Schweid, The Idea of Modern Jewish Culture (Accademic Studies Press, Boston, 2010),
p. 16, and the chapter on “The Secular Jewish Culture of Yiddish,” pp. 237-240.

2) Eliezer Schweid, ibid., p. 15.

3) Eliezer Schweid gives a detailed historical picture in his above-mentioned book.

4) Daid Biale (ed.), Cultures of the Jews vol.3: Modern Encounters (Schocken Books; NY, 2002).

5) Biale, ibid., p. xvi.

6) The book appeared in Hebrew as: 2004 (7w 77771907 NRXYT) WIR "IRWR Y 71007 20 NImow swim .8

and has later appeared in English as: A. B. Yehoshua, A Woman in Jerusalem (translated by Hillel
Halkin; Mariner Books, 2007).
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