Preface

The Ninth Annual CISMOR Conference on Jewish Studies was held during the peak of Kyoto’s
beautiful autumn season, on November 27-28, 2016. This time round we had the honor of
welcoming to Doshisha University a particularly large number of distinguished scholars from abroad
as well as many from Japan, all of whom — apart from taking a very active part in the conference —
were able to enjoy the striking autumn colors for which Kyoto and this season are famous.

This year’s conference was dedicated mainly to the work of the Israeli scholar, translator and
author Yoel Hoffmann, whose work bridges East and West. Holding such a conference in Kyoto, the
city where he enjoyed several productive years of study and writing, was due to the initiative of Dr.
Rachel Albek-Gidron of Bar-Ilan University, who came to Kyoto earlier in search of Hoffmann’s
footprints. We at Doshisha University picked up the challenge, and together were able to invite
scholars with a specific interest in Hoffmann’s work and adjacent fields including philosophy,
literature, translation and the on-going exchange between Jewish and Japanese cultures. We were
therefore able to cover a variety of topics and hold some very lively debates during the extensive
two days of the conference.

This current volume includes the majority of the papers read at the conference, which are
presented here after having been edited for publication by their respective authors and undergone
a thorough editorial process. The volume opens with a concise biography and bibliography of Yoel
Hoffmann by the editors, followed by a short memoir of his life in Kyoto by Mariko Tsujita, who
was one of his hosts at the time.

The keynote speaker at the conference was Prof. Yigal Schwartz of Ben Gurion University,
the long-time editor of Hoffmann’s literary output; his paper opens Part I of this volume, which
focuses on Hoffmann’s original prose work. Schwartz suggests viewing Hoffmann’s entire opus “as
a series of post-apocalyptic poems that rely massively on autobiographical material”, and he goes
on to examine his writing from generic, thematic and historical viewpoints. This is followed by the
University of Pennsylvania’s Prof. Nili Scharf Gold’s paper, in which she reads Hoffmann’s book
Curriculum Vitae as a key to his earlier writing, including his translation of Japanese “death poems”,
as well as to his life. Third and final in this section is the paper by Dr. Rachel Albek-Gidron who
examines “the empty space, the silence, the caesura” in Hoffmann’s printed texts, suggesting that it
holds the essence of what he wishes to express.

The discussion along the elusive borderline between literature and philosophy continues in Part I1.
Prof. Iddo Landau of the University of Haifa argues that Hoffmann’s novel The Heart is Katmandu
offers a “non-perfectionist” view on the question of the meaning of life, finding that the book “avers
that there is much value also in the small, ordinary things in life”. In the other paper of this section
Prof. Masato Goda of Meiji University takes Hoffmann’s Japanese Death Poems as a starting point
for studying views of life and death in the works of Japanese and Western philosophers.

Part III is dedicated to questions of translation, acknowledging Hoffmann’s important
achievements in introducing Japanese and Chinese poetry and thought to western readers. Dr.
Doron B. Cohen of Doshisha University examines Hoffmann’s three volumes of poetry translations,



pointing out particularly his original way of translating Japanese haiku into Hebrew. Janine
Beichman, Professor Emerita of Daito Bunka University, follows with a close study of Japanese
Death Poems, tracking the book’s sources and exposing Hoffmann’s creative method of translating
poetry. Lastly in this part, Dr. Lihi Yariv-Laor of the Hebrew University looks at Hoffmann’s
dynamic shifts between “East” and “West”, and closely scrutinizes some examples from Chinese
translations of the Hebrew Bible as a case study.

The two final parts of this volume deal less with Yoel Hoffmann and more with the interface
between Japanese and Jewish (or Israeli) cultures. In Part IV, Prof. Takafumi Akimoto of Konan
University examines questions of translation and culture through the case of Israeli author Etgar
Keret’s book The Seven Good Years, which was originally published in English, and the issues
relating to its translation into Japanese. Dr. Kazue Hosoda of Tokyo University of Foreign Studies
examines in her paper several aspects of the reception of Hebrew and Arabic literature in Japanese
translation. Prof. Yoshimi Miyake of Akita University offers a study comparing Israeli and Japanese
ways of communication through the examination of “cultural key terms” that have to do with the
way politeness is understood.

Finally, Part V includes two papers that revert to the Jewish cultural past but offer thoughts
relevant to the present. Prof. Hiroshi Ichikawa of Tokyo University exposes moral ideas as
expressed in the Talmud, compares them with Japanese Zen Buddhist moral values, and wonders
whether Jewish wisdom could be integrated into Japanese culture through education, as was once
Buddhist thought. Prof. Yu Takeuchi of Kumamoto University studies the occurrences of “righteous
foreigners” in the Hebrew Bible, finding that they sometime “know better” than the “chosen
people”, and points out that this could have positive implications for accepting “the other”.

*

As in the previous Seventh and Eighth conferences, this time too, all papers and comments were
delivered in English. The edited papers in this volume are therefore also presented solely in English,
but the Table of Contents, Preface, and List of Participants, are given in Japanese as well.

We wish to express our sincere thanks to all the participants and to those who helped in the
organization of the conference and the production of this volume. We are especially grateful to the
students who volunteered to help in various ways and to the office staff of the School of Theology
and of CISMOR for their assistance.

We wish and hope to be able to keep up the tradition of annual CISMOR conferences on Jewish
Studies in the years to come.

Ada Taggar-Cohen & Doron B. Cohen
Editors
Kyoto, December 2017
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