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Portrait of the Israeli as an

Uprooted Person
The adage that the Jew can be taken out of exile but that exile cannot be taken out of the Jew keeps coming to mind as one reads about homelessness and alienation in contemporary Israeli literature. Surely one does not have to be Jewish to feel ill at ease in the world today, and the theme of spiritual exile has been a well known existential one in modern world literature, as well as in modern Hebrew literature ever since the days of the Haskalah (Enlightenment). What makes its recurrence in Israeli fiction unique derives from the fact that many of the protagonists are Israeli Jews whose feelings of uprootedness are closely related to their disillusionment with the State of Israel. It is this aspect of uprootedness which will be especially examined in this article. Accordingly, the works chosen for discussion are taken from fiction written after the Yom Kippur war, when both an awareness of the “Israeli condition” and serious doubts as to the remedial powers of the Jewish state become evident. Though all the works explore the theme of the uprooted person and bear unmistakenly the mark of decadence, they vary greatly from each other, as do the different writers in whose minds they were conceived. In addition to their differences in style, use of language, etc., the writers are also not of the same generation. Thus, Benjamin Tammuz belongs to the generation of the Palmach (whose writers were born mostly in the twenties), whereas Ya’akov Buchan, Arie Semo, and David Shitz, were all born in the forties. Itzhak Ben-Ner and the late Ya’akov Shabtai (who died in the summer of 1981) were born in the thirties. An analysis of some of the fiction of these diversified contemporary authors should prove illustrative, but first a few words of back ground about the uprooted protagonist in Hebrew literature. Modern Hebrew authors share a tradition of depicting the up- rooted
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protagonist as ensnared between his individual desires for self-realization and the demands imposed on him by society. Examples abound in the works of M. Y. Berditchevsky, I. D. Berkowitz, S. Y Agnon, and others. While Berditchevsky’s heroes constantly endeavor to assert their individuality by trying toes cape the Jewish ghetto, Agnon’s protagonists are mostly lonely persons in search of a way back “to Father’s House.” In the stories of Berkowitz the protagonist is described more “from the outside,” as the critic Dan Miron has put it, with special stress on his social and economic condition. It was Berkowitz who unwittingly crowned the uprooted protagonist with the epithet: Talush. The word is used often in the Talmud regarding fruit that was removed from the tree, and its general meaning in Hebrew is “uprooted.” One of Berkowitz’s stories entitled “Talush” tells about a certain Dr. Winik, who becomes uprooted from his Jewish world after he moves up the social ladder. Y. H. Brenner and U. N. Gnessin, on the other hand, emphasized the protagonist’s alienation from an existential standpoint, presenting him as a single isolated atom in the entire universe.

A look at Israeli fiction since Israel’s independence reveals that the uprooted person’s position as chief protagonist has been largely maintained. There is, however, one major distinction between the “Enlightened” Talush and the “Zionist” Talush: the latter is totally secular and has no traditional Jewish background. Commenting on S. Yizhar — the leading author of the Palmach generation — Eliezer Schweid mourns the “pain of the cut-off roots” and says that both Yizhar the author and the characters in his fiction “cannot remember what they are missing because they do not know it at all.” Yizhar is mostly interested in the tensions between the individual and society from the ideological and moral point of view and his protagonist remains anonymous as if immersed in the collective.

With the advent of the “New Wave” of writers, among whom Amos Oz and A. B. Yehoshua are the best known, emphasis shifts again to the single solitary individual whose uprootedness is regarded basically as a universal human predicament; the “Israeli condition” is employed mainly as a symbol. Chiefly concerned with pathological psychology, these writers choose their protagonists from the margins of society. This applies also to the protagonists of their latest novels — Oz’s Menuhah Nekhonah (A Perfect Peace, 1982), and Yehoshua’s Gerushim Meuharim, (Late Divorce,
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1982; English translation, 1983). There is a marked difference between their earlier and their later works. The strain of realism in their recent novels, as well as their preoccupation with the uneasiness of the Israeli concerning his homeland, bring them into line with the dominant trend of Israeli fiction in the last decade.

FROM FAMILY SAGA TO ROOTLESSNESS

     Already in the sixties the late critic Barukh Kurzweil discerned in the “Canaanite” literary movement an impending danger to Judaism because “it had taken Judaism out of its eternal context and pinned it down to the here and now.” The “Canaanites,” it may be recalled, wanted to detach themselves from the chain of Jewish existence in the Diaspora, and regarded the Jewish state as a new beginning in Jewish history. It is therefore understandable that to face up to the state’s shortcomings is particularly agonizing for any ex-Canaanite writer. Benjamin Tammuz is a case in point. His novel Requiem for Na’aman (1978; English translation, 1982) is in fact a requiem for Zionist dreams. Written as a family chronicle, it covers four generations in the life of the Abramson family from 1895 through the Yom Kippur war. On the one hand, there stands the father of the family — Ephraim Abramson, a successful citrus farmer, who is portrayed as strong and practical, a personified “fulfillment of the promise which the Zionist movement gave to the Jewish people.” On the other hand, there is his fragile wife Bella-Yaffa who cannot acclimate to the new country and is homesick and depressed to the point of committing suicide. There exists a sharp dichotomy between the members of the younger generation, between the practical builders and the uprooted dreamers. The alienated dream-chasers are quick to vanish — Na’aman commits suicide and Eliakum gets killed — leaving the world to those who are practical and materialistic. It is Israel as the land of “merchants, speculators, money rakers that Tammuz portrays as he mourns the dream for some ideal society in an ideal land.

A family chronicle is also the theme of Davis Shitz’ novel Ha Esev ve’Ha-Hol (The Grass and the Sand, 1978). Published in the same year as Tammuz’ Requiem for Na’aman, and essentially a very different book, it too involves tracing a family tree with hopeless results. Emmanuel, the narrator of Shitz’ novel, is the youngest son of a half German, half Jewish family. Regarding himself as
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the ‘family historian” he explores the family’s past during four generations, including the turbulent times of Nazi Germany. The story revolves around the family’s reunion in Germany after the Yom Kippur War. Of all the family members who have been scattered over different continents only Emmanuel and his brother Michael end up in Israel. However, both brothers re main totally alienated. Emmanuel does not succeed in linking the past with the present, and Michael, who resolves to live in the present and to acclimate to Israel, is also destined to fail.

Tammuz’ novel, Minotaur (1980; English translation, 1981), tells of the unsuccessful endeavors to bring about a fusion of the different cultures in the Middle East. A fusion between Jewish and Arabic cultures was according to Canaanite ideology, a necessity for the continuation of Israeli existence. As the critic Yosef Oren has pointed out, Minotaur exposes the evolving culture in Israel as Levantine, one which has little in common with either Judaism or the authentic culture of the Semitic East. Alexander Abramov, the novel’s main protagonist, was born in Israel to a Jewish father who came from the Ukraine, and a German Christian mother. It seems that he is meant to represent a fusion of cultures. His portrayal as an essentially uprooted character who remains on the margins of society and suffers many inner conflicts, combined with his self-destructive nature, serve to symbolize the failure of such a fusion. Ambivalence, the mark of many an uprooted protagonist, is the key to Alexander’s character. He loves Israel but spends most of his time abroad; he has a wife but chases a love personified by a girl named Thea. He is also torn apart between his role as an interrogator of Arab prisoners on behalf of the Israeli intelligence, and his initial attraction to wards the Arabs. In an essay on Tammuz, Isaac Barzilay comments on the long road this author traveled in turning from a Canaanite into a cosmopolite. He calls attention to the fact that landscapes of Jerusalem and Israel have been replaced with those of Paris, Rome, London and other such capitals of Europe. Barzilay concludes that the “gypsy”-type Israeli protagonists who roam abroad are driven by an irresistible passion to wander; all the world houses them but in no place are they really at home.

The theme of the restless Israeli who travels “gypsy”-like back and forth appears also in Arie Semo’s novel Neshef Masekhot (Masquerade, 1982). Whatever happens here (which does not amount to much) seems to be sandwiched between two flights;
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the first taking Daniel back to Israel after ten years of absence; the second taking him abroad again. His stay in Israel is but a short interval in his perpetual wandering, an unsuccessful effort at renewing his ties with his family, his girlfriend, and his home land. The protagonist, Daniel, is a totally uprooted person who feels compelled to be on the move, a sort of “modern Wandering Jew.” Reality is conceived of as some huge carnival in which every occurrence is but an exchange of masks. There is a terrible sense of void behind the mask. “Masquerade” is like an abstract paint ing in which uprootedness does not even have a distinct face. Semo’s earlier novel, Etz Ha-Tut (Mulberry Tree, 1979), has more Israeli color and an intimation of the “Israeli condition” in the mention of Dan’s military funeral and of the protagonist’s service in the reserves. But above all this novel, too, is concerned with alienation and wandering. The uprooted protagonist lives “temporarily” away from his wife at his late grandfather’s farm where he tries, unsuccessfully, to recapture the happy days of his youth when his beloved brother Dan was still alive. The only thing that seems to take root are the seeds of Wanderlust which apparently were planted in the protagonist by his grandfather who “looked for peace in three continents and did not find it to the end of his days.”

Be the name of Ya’akov Buchan’s protagonist Ya’akov as it is in his first novel Shenei Hayyei Ya’akov (Jacob’s Life, 1980), or be it Hayyim as is the case in his second novel Mi-Yamim Yamima (Ever Since, 1983), it is pretty much the same portrait of a self- destructive oversexed individual. In both instances the protagonist’s wife — whom he loves and hates — holds the key to his stability and sanity while he goes about chasing young girls. Always harboring within him an instinct for survival and a death wish, he is constantly torn asunder between his desire to settle at home and a yearning to leave. “I am without a stronghold, without faith, without roots,” says Ya’akov in one of his interior monologues. Though the novels take place in Israel — and there are pages with some beautiful descriptions — the “Israeli condition” only provides the setting but does not become a focal point. The center of interest remains a selfish individual whose uprootedness is the outcome of his self-indulgence and his refusal to commit himself even to those who love him the most. In Hayyim’s words: “You are walking within your life and it seems to you as if you are tied to everybody and everybody is tied to you.
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But at most you are only tied to your pants.” Which in this case, one may add, is quite a tall statement.

COSMIC UPROOTEDNESS

Though in Ya’akov Shabtai’s works the spiritual exile of the uprooted individual is depicted primarily as an existential predicament, it is also shown to result from disillusionment with a specific ideology or dream. This is already evident in his first collection of stories Ha-Dod Peretz Mamri (Uncle Peretz Takes Off, 1972), in which the narrator looks back to the time of his child hood in his parents’ home in Tel-Aviv. Shabtai’s preoccupation with death, the family, and the uprooted individual who cannot come to terms with whatever life in the Land of Israel has to offer him, was quite apparent already at this early stage. There is a strong dichotomy between the visionaries who are the uprooted people, and the conformists, the bourgeois. While the former are embodied in characters such as uncle Peretz, uncle Pinnek, and uncle Shmuel, their opposite numbers are epitomized by the image of uncle Noah who holds a steady job with Tenuvah, and reads Davar (the paper of the leading Labor Party). There is no room for dreams in uncle Noah’s ark of establishment. “The author’s sympathy,” the critic Gershon Shaked has remarked, “is with the romantic ‘luftmensch,’ who follows in the footsteps of Shalom Aleichem’s protagonist.” There is a soft touch of nostalgia in Shabtai’s handling of the rebellious, helpless schlemiels in the stories. The unified world which is presented as complete in itself, sustained by its faith and spiritual values, is gone with the grandparents’ departure. Neither Communism, uncle Peretz’ ideal, nor the realization of the vision of the Land of Israel, as inferred from the lives of uncles Shmuel and Pinnek, are successful in fulfilling the void. Uprootedness is conceived of as a vacuous no-man’s land between the holy or idealized, and the pro fane. It is this sense of emptiness that takes completely over later in Shabtai’s novel, sending the protagonists into outer space in search of other galaxies, and finally driving them to their death. There is a consistent view of death as both the only way of rebel lion and the ultimate solution for the uprooted protagonist. Uncle Peretz’ suicide when he takes off bird-like from a roof, should be understood in this spirit. It is an assertion of his freedom both from the “rotten world” which he could not change and from the 
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rut of his marriage. “Fourteen years,’ we are told, “uncle Peretz devoted to the redemption of the world but the world persisted in its corruption.” On a personal level, the girl with whom Peretz is involved in a love affair is named Geulah, which in Hebrew means redemption. Geulah beseeches him to go away with her but he cannot bring himself to take the step and she leaves by her self. Peretz’ reluctance to go may be taken as a general refusal — shared by other similar characters in the stories — to let a dream he reduced to mundane reality.
             Death is also the way in which the story about uncle Shmuel ends, and here, too, it seems as the inevitable solution for the visionary who is faced with the realization of his dream. All his life Shmuel was given to trying out his various inventions, going from one enterprise to another, moving from place to place, and all the while dreaming about the perfect house he would build for him self. It seems as if “all the time the house was under construction.” Some time after the house was finished Shmuel died. Portraying Shmuel as “a party of one man” from the political standpoint, and placing him and his wife at the “far end of the village,” help to draw the picture of an alienated man. 
       Of these three dreamers only uncle Pinnek appears to have survived. But even he considers suicide when his dream about a circus in Israel ends in failure. What saves Pinnek from dying seems to be, on the one hand, his utter refusal to abide by the rules of the real world and his holding on to magic, and on the other, his lack of decency. He resorts to cheating and money extortion and promises of marriage to two women at a time when he already has a wife and family. Pinnek is a portrait of an up rooted scoundrel with a certain charm who does not find it too difficult to forsake both his wife and Israel and steal away to Monaco.       

      In Shabtai’s novel, Zikhron Devarim (Past Continuous, 1977), there are no more glimpses of mitigating nostalgia. The book is fraught with death and peopled with uprooted characters. It is written in one flowing sweep, as a single uninterrupted and quite 4
complicated sentence. The form itself seems as though crying out for continuity, mixing together the different lives, incidents, characters, thoughts, conversations, etc. But this continuity is only an ‘artistic” device, a thin crust imposed upon abysmal disruption and endless disintegration. Stark alienation and the realization that death is inevitable drive the chief three protagonists to
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 their ultimate despair: Goldman commits suicide, and as in uncle Peretz’ case, this is his only way to declare his freedom. Caesar, who indulges in nihilistic hedonism, reaches total moral bankruptcy; in fact, he may be regarded as committing spiritual suicide, for in his opinion, life is but a sort of “a happy suicide.” And Israel, the musician who wishes to be an artist, becomes completely alienated and burned out as an artist as he sinks into an existence akin to death. There is almost no love, of any sort, to be found. Everywhere one can see only broken relationships and lack of communication. Goldman and Caesar are both divorced. Israel’s relationship with his girlfriend is tantamount to divorce. Both Goldman and Caesar are estranged from their respective families, especially their fathers. The only people with whom they have a common language are uncles who are odd and up rooted like themselves. Thus, for instance, Goldman’s absorption with the life of the astronomer Johann Kepler and his preoccupation with translating Kepler’s Somnium — a science-fiction type of book about a trip to the moon — is echoed in uncle Lazar’s interest in astronomy. Caesar’s solitary existence is mirrored in the image of his uncle Besh, the sworn bachelor. Alienation is paralleled and amplified by minor characters and by various incidents. It reaches perhaps its highest point at the book’s end when Israel’s girlfriend turns her head away from her newborn baby. Though the novel’s concern is chiefly with the uprootedness of the individual in the universal sense, Shabtai depicts here a realistic picture of Tel-Aviv and of the whole social class of the Histadruth (the Labor Federation) in its stage of stagnancy. As the critic Dan Miron has commented, “A total organism as well as each single protagonist is on the brink of disintegration.”

BETWEEN LAND AND PROMISE

        Uprootedness is unmistakably a major theme throughout Yitzhak Ben-Ner’s literary work. Obvious in such an early short story as “Ha-Migdal” (The Tower, 1959), where the protagonist is forever the thirty-first soldier in a unit limited to thirty soldiers, it is also the conspicuous feature of most characters in his recent bulky novel Protocol (1983). The novel’s chief protagonist — a double agent who was apparently sent by the “Comintern” to the Middle East — is depicted as unable to commit himself to one country, one language, one home, or one love. He sees his place among “the homeless rebels who 
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 want to change the world” and therefore he remains “always in the dark, outside the circle.” However, what is typical of Ben-Ner’s many protagonists is that their deep dissatisfaction with Israel serves as a cause of their uprootedness. Unlike Amos Oz and A. B. Yehoshua, whose interest is essentially in pathological psychology and who depict mostly marginal types, and unlike Ya’akov Shabtai whose protagonists belong to a certain social class, Yitzhak Ben-Ner chooses his characters from all walks of life, from various communities, and from different places. But whether the protagonist is a lawyer or a taxicab driver, whether he is Sephardic or Ashkenazic, and whether the events happen in the village or in the city, they all bear an eminently Israeli stamp and serve to represent the state as a whole. Thus, the single incident reflects the historic and collective national experience. Both in the individual’s case and on a national scale uprootedness seems to stem from unfaithfulness to true love and true values. The various incidents of betrayal and adultery, together with the occasional usages of biblical language and pathos, allude to the Prophets who viewed the relationship between God and the nation in terms of a bond between husband and wife.

A good example of one’s alienation as interwoven with mixed emotions towards one’s native land is Ben-Ner’s first novel, Ha-Ish mi-Sham (The Man From There, 1967; English translation, 1970). The story revolves around a young Jewish soldier who lost his arm in World War II, and is homeward bound on a train from Cairo. He is still in Egypt when the War of Independence breaks out and he finds shelter in a small Egyptian town. A great part of the novel is devoted to describing his vacillation between his conflicting urges: to go and join his people, on the one hand, and to remain in the Egyptian town, on the other.

In many works written after the Yom Kippur War there exists a juxtaposition between Israel in its present condition of war and discord, loss of values, and moral decay, and a future dreamland of milk-and-honey, or an idealized country of bygone days. For instance, in “Roman Zair” (Cheap Affair) in Ben-Ner’s short story collection, Shekiah Kafrit (Rustic Sunset, 1976) the protagonist who is unhappily married, pines for his ex-wife. His longing for her is directly tied in with his longing for “other days” in a distant Land of Israel where nights smelled of hay, and he could make love on a bed of pine-needles. In reality he feels totally uprooted and keeps asking himself where his home is. 
Page 116
In the story “Abarei Ha-Geshem” (After the Rain, 1979), the protagonist, Danziger, is also separated from his wife and lives in a sort of limbo. His present personal life is indicative of what is going on in the country in the post-war days, when crime, drugs, and insanity are rampant. His dream of bringing back his wife and making a home again runs parallel to hopes for peace in the country and a better to morrow for the entire nation. In other stories, the yearning for some distant place and time only serves to emphasize the anguished uprootedness of life in the present. Such is the case in the stories “Kokomo” (in “Rustic Sunset”) and Eretz Rehokah (A Distant Land, 1981). “Kokomo” tells about Boaz and Ruth, both proselytes who live with their crippled child in hardship and desolation in Kokomo, Indiana. Since their conversion to Judaism they have become estranged from their friends and relatives and alienated from their native land. Their only sustenance is their dream that one day they will go on aliyah to the Holy Land, and they live in preparation for that great day. They meet with Israelis who have never become acclimated to the United States and appear to be living, like themselves, in complete alienation, be longing neither in Israel nor in the United States. One of these Israelis, Yonathan Perah, tries to tell them what actually to expect in Israel: “you think they want you there? Nonsense. They laugh at you . . . you feel there lonelier than here. . . you must throw away the beautiful picture you painted. . .“ But this is of no avail to Boaz who regards Israel as “the Kingdom of Heaven” and continues dreaming about the kibbutz, envisioning palm trees and tanned people. However, the present is overpowering and in reality Boaz’ life is sheer agony. His wife is a compulsive prostitute, his son gets hit and wounded by a speeding car, and Boaz in Christ-like manner begs forgiveness for all. The story ends on a note of expectation implying perhaps that the dream is unattainable, and that the only Israel one may eventually reach will probably be somewhere between Boaz’ and Perah’s; reality thrives on mediocrity.

“A Distant Land” tells about Shuvali, a Tel-Aviv cab driver who lost a son in the Yom Kippur war and is deeply disillusioned with the state of affairs in his country. He dreams of immigration to distant New Zealand and sees it as “the last paradise on earth.” For “there work is fun and people help each other and all men are equal and there are no wars, no crime, no discrimination. 
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In fact, it is not New Zealand he yearns for but the Israel of by gone days, as becomes clear from the summing up of his vision: “Like it was here once.” Meanwhile, however, he feels uprooted both in his native land — where he is surrounded by contention and corruption — and in his own home, where he is still the Ashkenazi who never quite assimilated to the Sephardic family into which he married. Like other uprooted protagonists Shuvali, too, remains on the threshold.

On the one hand, the theme of the uprooted protagonist in re cent Israeli fiction clearly indicates the continuity of a long tradition in Hebrew letters. On the other hand, it marks a change in attitude regarding the power of the Jewish state to serve as a panacea for spiritual exile. It seems that the pain of the “cut-off roots” has begun to have an impact and there is a growing fear of the ensuing void. Perhaps these are to be taken as signs of a new spiritual and cultural awakening that will eventually help the straying Israeli find his way back home.

