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Editorial
A Jewish Museum

in Victoria
By SERGE LIBERMAN

That the Jewish community is discussing
the establishment of museum in Victoria is a
healthy sign indeed, as is any venture that en-
hances the cultural life and tenor of the com-
munity.

There is a certain excitement inherent in
witnessing the process of growth and matura-
tion taking place in our society. Whether this
be in the establishment of a new congregation
or Jewish day-school, in the publication of a
new book, in the recruiting of overseas per-
sonalities to lecture or perform here, or in the
conferring of Queen’s Honours, or of high
office to professing Jews, to be anything less
than proud is to be blasé.

The history of Australian Jewry has, in the
main, been one of growth. In terms of popu-
lation numbers alone, this growth has been
considerable, however tragic the more recent
motivating forces behind it. In 1871, Victoria
was home to 3500 Jews; in 1921 the figure was
7600, in 1935 — 9500 and during the Nazi per-
iod in Europe grew more dramatically  to
stand at 14,000 by 1947*. Over the past thir-
ty years, the number has swelled still further
to its present 32,000.

Associated with the numenical growth of
the community has been the proliferation of
organisations, beginning in the nineteenth

*Walter Lippmann '— Melbourne Jewry, A
Profile, published in Jews in Australian Socie-
ty, edited by Peter Medding.

century with a number of synagogues and phi-
lanthropic jand educational institutions, and
expanded now to include a plethora of cult-
ural, social, sporting and Zionist bodies to
a point where, to quote Mr. Walter Lippmann,
Melbourne Jewry is “highly. organised with a
network of institutions serwing every conceiv-
able communal need.” It is this which reflects
perhaps most vividly the strong Jewish con-
sciousness and even confidence pervading the
community as a whole.

The establishment of a Jewish museum
would add another feather:to the cap of Mel-
bourne Jewry and, if succesful, of Australian
Jewry as well. A unique venture, designed to
put on display a permanent and ever-expand-
ing collection of Judaica, it presents an oppor-
tunity to interest and, thereby, to involve all
sections of the community. Such a museum,
of which the recent exhibition “500 Years of
Jewish Books” might serve as a microcosm,
lends itself to the expression of the entire range
of Jewish experience — inter alia, Bible ar.ld
Talmud, science and medicine, art, mMusic,
Jewish Australiana, Yiddish culture, the Holo-
caust, Israel and Zionism — te which each or-
ganisation can find something meaningful  to
add. Further, such a “home of Jewish Culture
and Civilisation” can only strengthen th'e
bonds between the individual Jews and his
heritage at all levels of its diversity, and  en-
e of being part of

IR Y9

The problems are involved in creatﬁmg the
museum at present, more the ones of brick and
mortar. The potential in terms of personal
and material already exists. It is to be hoped
that the project literally gets off the ground
and then, together with the community, con-
tinues to grow.

August 1977.

hance the community’s sers
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The V.J.B.D. — Function and Future

By ARNOLD BLOCH

The Melbourne Jewish Community, for its
size, is one of the most active in the world. We
have a full range of educational institutions
ranging from Adass Israel Day Schools and
Yeshivot at one end of spectrum to Yiddish
Day Schools at the other, with Bialik College,
Yavneh College and Mt. Scopus College in be-
tween. We have a complete range of Zionist
institutions. We have a complete range of
Womens’ Organisations. We have a number
of cultural and welfare organisations. We have
Religious Congregations ranging from the
Progressive, through nominally Orthodox but
essentially conservative, to extreme right-wing
Orthodoxy. There is hardly a single trend with-
in World Jewry which does not find organisa-
tional expression of some kind.

Jewish  communities are rarely monolitic.
Our own community consists of persons of di-
flerent religious and cultural outlooks. It is
drawn from many different countries with ma-
ny different mother languages.

It ought not to be necessary in 1977 to have
to justify the need for such a Community to
have a “roof body” or representative structure.
Unfortunately, however, from time to time such
justification becomes necessary.

In my view, one of the main purposes to be
fulfilled by a communal roof body is a symbolic
one. It is the embodiment of the conviction
that above and beyond all the organisational
diversity, in spite of the religious and political
differences which divide us, nevertheless our
Community comprises a whole, and those
things which unite us ought, and in most cases
do, transcend those matters which divide us.

Above and beyond the symbolic aspect there
are of course a number of important practical
tasks which a roof tasks has to perform.

The roof body must act as the conscience of
the Community and as the place at which the
Community gathers to give expression to those
feelings which are uppermost in its collective
mind at any given time.

The roof body has a limited “watchdog” role

in that it must be alert to pinpoint areas in
which the community is lacking in necessary’
facilities or services and must endeavour either
itself to fill that need or to facilitate the ful-
filment of that need by others. An example
of the first approach was the creation of Mt.
Scopus College by the Victorian Jewish Board
off Df:puti@S. An example of the second ap-
proach lay in the assistance which the Board
and E.C.A]. have given to the Australian Jew-
ish Welfare Society in approach to Govern-
ment. When the necessity for the creation of
a Jewish Day School became apparent, there
being no organisation then in existence which
could create such an institution, the Board it-
self created the necessary machinery (and since
then has been followed by other organisations
which have created their own Day Schools).
On the other hand, when it became a question
of assisting in the post-war relief of European
Jewry, when there was already an appropriate
organisation in existence, mamely the Austral-
ian Jewish Welfare and Relief Society, the ac-
tivities of the Board and the E.C.A.]. were de-
voted to assisting the Welfare Society both
locally and its Federal aspect with necessary
approaches to Government.

Finally  (acharon acharon chaviv), the
Board must function as the principal — indeed
many would argue the sole — voice of the
Community vis a vis Government and the
general community. This means that the Board
must, in its own right, carry out activities in
the field of anti-defamation and in the com-
batting on anti-semitism and it must also carry
on political work in the name of the whole
Community. We mostly accept this as axio-
matic but it is less than thirty vears since
there was considerable controversy over the
question of whether or not the Board was en-
titled to act as the sole spokesman of the Com-
munity in the political field.

It is highly dangerous for our commun;j
that sectional political groupings should pyr-
port to speak in the mame of the whole Com.-
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munity. No matter what the Jewish loyalties
of sectional political groupings may be, they

inevitably lend themselves to manipulation and

and to distortion, and it is essential that if a
view is to be put on behalf of the Jewish Com-
munity it be put by a body which can claim
to be fully representative.

Apart from local political matters, in relation
to Israel it is also important that representa-
tions to Goverment and to the outside world
be made not merely by a Zionist Organisation
which may be perceived by others as being a
sectional interest, but by a body known to re-
present the whole of the organised Community
so that governments may be under no illusion
that their political stance vis a vis Israel is a
matter of concern not merely to part but to all
its Jewish citizens.

I am not very worried or surprised at the
fact that the Community as a whole is not ve-
ry much aware of the existence of the Board or
tully persuaded of its importance. Nor is it
surprising that the meetings often fail to sa-
tisty. When machinery exists, it must be oiled
and one oils the machinery of an organisation
by regular meetings. But it is not always easy
to find useful material to place before delegates
at monthly meetings. The important point is
that when the emotions of the Community are
engaged in an issue, meetings are well attended.
The fact that, when there are controversies, the
parties to those controversies take pains to put
their respective views at the Board is a sufficient
indication that the Board does, in an important
measure, carry out the tasks for which it was
created.

Obviously there is room for improvement. I
do mot seek to suggest that the Board could or
should not be more active, or could not expand
its range of activities. Nevertheless, I am con-
vinced that the Board will continue and must
continue to exist in approximately its present
form, although I do not think that the Board
will ever become known and appreciated by the
rank and file members of our community.

The Board both in its name and in its com-
position reflects the origins of the Australian
Jewish Community as an offshot of the English
Jewish Community. This is shown both by its
name — the Victorian Jewish Board of Deputies

— which is obviously modelled upon the British
Board of Deputies, and by the fact that the
Board’s predecessor was until some thirty years
ago largely based on Symagogues.

The Board had its origins in a body known as
the Victorian Jewish Advisory Board which in
turn grew out of an association formed be-
tween the East Melbourne, St. Kilda and Mel-
bourne Hebrew Congregations. In due course
when it became clear during and after the
war years that a functioning representative bo-
dy was required, the ad hoc association of
these three Congregations grew into the Victor-
ian Jewish Advisory Board and in due course
this was further expanded into the Victorian
Jewish Board of Deputies in approximately
its present form.

Under the impadt of European migration,
a ground swell developed to make the Board
more “democratic”. It was alleged that in
Europe there were kehillas elected by unmiver-
sal franchise and that in Australia the Jewish
Community is run in an undemocratic manner.

Democratisation has been attempted in
Australia basically in two ways. One is the
method adopted in New South Wales whereby
a certain arbitrary percentage of delegates is
elected by direct election. Practice in Sydney
has shown that there are never as many candi-
dates as there are places available, which
means that anyone, whether he is representa-
tive or not, who desires to stand for the Board
can be elected. The second method, which
was adopted by Victoria, ensures that the num-
ber of delegates elected reflects the number of
votes cast. During the period when the Bund
was the only large Melbourne group which
was not represented on the Board, the Bund
had an interest in promoting the direct repre-
sentative system, and fairly large numbers of
people voted and fairly large numbers of de-
legates were elected. Since the Bund became
a member of the Board in its own right, inte-
rest in the direct system has wanted.

It is important to note that no single organised
group within the Community has ever suggest-
ed that representation by organisations should
be entirely abolished and should be replaced
solely by an electoral system.

I believe that the organisation of our com-
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munity is in a very real sense far more rep-
resentative under the present system than un-
der a single voting system. The life of our Com-
munity is expressed by and through many dif-
ferent religious, political, educational and so-
cial organisations. In Europe, the State allow-
ed a certain measure of taxing power and whe-
re there is taxation clearly it is very difficult to
one person one vote. However, communities
have a system not based upon the principle of
such as ours have no taxing powers. Jews give
expression to their Jewishness in a wide variety
of organisational means. Why should a Jew
be placed in the invidious position of having
to make a radical choice between his Jewish
priorities for representative purposes? Why
should a Jew who happens to be Orthodox in
his religious practice, who is a committed Zion-
ist, who is interested in Yiddish culture, and
who wishes to see and who supports a strong
network of philanthropic and social welfare or-
ganisations have to decide at election time which
candidate representing only one stream he will
support?  The different organisations in our
Community represent real and perceived needs
and interests. If representatives of all these
organisations come together, that which eman-
ates from them surely represents the concensus
of the Community as a whole.

Furthermore, 'where are the Jews who do
not belong to organisations but who do want to
be represented at the Board? Even if there
are any, how can such disinterested and dis-
affiliated Jews find “representatives” who will
express their needs and aspirations?

The fact is that in our Community during
the twenty years or so during which our Com-
munity has had some form of representational
system, none of the direct representatives has
ever been a person who was not associated
with an organisation, or could not have become
a member of the Board by other means had he
so wished.

I believe that the Board can be made more
effective and more representative. The Board’s
structure at present is a “theoretical” structure
which does not give expression to the way in
which the Community in fact functions. For
example, for reasons which are of a historical
interest only, the Board has a orthodox Con-

gregational Committee but in fact the Ortho-
dox Congregations come together in a separate
Council. The Board has an Israel Committee
but in fact the Committee never meets and if
it did would have very little work to do. The
Committee exists solely for ensuring the rep-
resentation of a person identified with the
Zionist movement. The same applies to the
Immigration and Social Welfare Committee. It
is my hope to try to bring about a situation in
which important interest groups within the
Community become directly represented on the
Executive of the Board and whereby those bo-
dies within the Board which are concerned in
particular fields are strengthened and encour-
aged to set up functioning bodies to work with-
in this fields. For example, I should like to
see the Jewish Council for Social Service streng-
thened and its President become a member of
the Board with a resulting abolition of the
Board’s Social Welfare and Immigration Com-
mittees. I should like to see the President of such
a body coming to the Board to present his re-
port. Delegates would then have an opportu-
nity to pinpoint areas in which the Community
feels that there is a need for improved or ex-
panded services.

The same can apply to educational institu-
tions, to the Zionist movement and so forth.
Obviously the Board will not be able to issue
directions to or discipline representative Exe-
cutive members. Any power of direction which
the Board has over members of its Executive
is more apparent than real. In the final analysis
compliance with decisions of the Board de-
pends on moral authority and not on law or the
constitution.

To summarise therefore, it is my hope to see
the present system of the direct representation
abandoned completely, to see the Community
become more decentralised by the creation of
groupings which do not now exist e.g. in the
fields of youth and education, and at the same
time to see the strengthening of the Board by
bringing on to the Executive representatives of
the various communal groupings who will be
present in their own right.

ARNOLD BLOCH is President of the Victorian
Jewish Board of Deputies.
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Modern Hebrew I.iterature —

A Search For Identity

By BRURIA BERGMAN

Generalisations in literary criticism are
rather difficult to make. Books may indeed be
described at a glance, but refined tools are re-
quired to analyse their complexity and to en-
sure that our conclusions are valid.

A number of questions immediately arise.
How are the books related to their time and
place? What, for example, makes the literature
of Israel in the 1960’s unique? Is it unique be-
cause it is written in Hebrew, and if so, how
does it differ from Hebrew writing elsewhere
or written at a previous time? And how has it
been influenced by other cultures?

Literary criticism is obviously not without
problems, some of which arise from the literary
enterprise itself. Literature is, after all, a ven-
ture in self-expression on the part of the writer,
and an exercise in interpretation, identification
and understanding on the part of the reader.
Yet how much of the self is expressed in the
writing and how much of that self is absorbed
by the reader? What position does the written
work occupy in the process of communication
between writer and reader? And what sort of
analysis is required to turn a work into an in-
dependent unit true and vital in itself?

These questions, asked of Israeli society and
of its literature, are not wholly shared by other
societies. While interaction between literature
and society are taken for granted, there is
something in their relationship that is of greater
significance when Israeli literature is analysed.
Israel is a society with roots that reach far back
into history and a society, also, with a trans-
cendental vision. How does one create a com-
mon basis for both?

It is customary to mark the birth of modern
Hebrew literature with the literary  journal
“Ha-Me’assef” which first appeared in Koenigs-
berg in 1784, crystallising the Haskalah period,
and further with the literary circle in Odessa
about one century later (associated with the

Hatchia era). It is worth bearing in mind the
volume and versality of post-Talmudic Hebrew
literature produced till then. In a “History of
Jewish Literature” (1933, 1967), Israel Zinbeng
(who died in a Russian concentration camp in
1938) has covered literature from 10th Century
Spain to the end of the Haskalah period in 19th
Century Russia. The result of meticulous stu-
dy, this work counteracts any attempt to pre-
sent Judaism as a static and monolithic entity
and gives evidence for the persisting pluralism
in Jewish culture.

For example, Kabalism that is today
inseparably associated with orthodox Judaism,
is seen to arise as a far Eastern sectarian doc-
trine in Provence, France, subsequently to be
integrated into the mainstream of Jewish reli-
gious thinking. Secular Judaism, too, is given
wide coverage as an outgrowth on the fringe of
the Italian Renaissance (and to an extent also
previously in Spain) with its typical artistic ma-
nifestations and intriguing philosophical posi-
tions and conclusions. It was able to produce.
probably for the first time, a culturally vital
form of secular Judaism.

A difficult concept to grasp, Secular Judaism
is no less relevant to the Haskalah period than
to Zionism in our own era.

Yet Secularism never gained official respect-
ability. Talmud and Kabalism retained EEIPICLA
influence over Jewish intellectual and socml. life
and provided an exclusive model of ldendtlﬁcu:
tion for Judaism and Jewishness. The:v evolved
into a gigantic research project which \v‘].]o]o
communities were conditioned and organised
to support. Yet this project ended in failure. It
reached its own limits and exhausted itself with-
out gaining the positive real solution is was ul-
timately searching for.

Focusing on psychological and cultural trau-
ma and on the crisis of communication, the
Haskalah which followed attempted to deal
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with alternative modes of thinking and living.
It attempted, too, to query, analytically and cri-
tically, what Judaism was all about. But the
best it could do was to use contemporary 19th
Century European conventions as yardsticks for
analysis, conventions which neither Ahad Ha’
am, Moses Hess, Leo Pinsker nor others with
all their insight could break. Even Ahad Ha'-
am’s basic ideas of “cultural centre” and of be-
ing” a light to the nations” o>1% 7% was a fusion
of European ethical norms with the traditional
Jewish ideas of the “chosen people”. The basic
questions as to what was meant by M (light)
and o™ (nations) and 1% My (a light to
the nations) were not asked or sufficiently ex-
plained.

In his poem, “The Mathmid”, Chaim Nach-
man Bialik described a student of Torah, in
fact a stereotype for whole generations of stu-
dents of Torah, for whom —

“Behind and beyond is life, is light”

and who

“A whole day and half a night would not
move from his place,

Then when hungry, eats his dark loaf...

What are you, thistle, and what are you,
flint,

Compared to a Hebrew boy engaged in
Torah?”

The poem dwells extensively on the power of
the will and on the single-mindedness of the
person at his task, while contrasting it with the
surrounding decaying, sometimes hostile envi-
ronment, but the source, the Torah, which
gives validity to this single-mindedness is left
untouched. Traditional values are seen to be
taken for granted. It is left to the modern writ-
ers now at work to attempt to free themselves
from cultural inhibitions and to bring culturally
sanctified concepts back to their semantic and
earthy origins.

Saul Tchernichovsky, Bialik’s contemporary,
suggests in “From the Visions of a False Pro-
phet”:

“And if you ask about G—d, my G—d,
where is He, so we shall happily
work Him?P

Here, on the earth He is too, yet the skies
are not His and the earth He has given
to man.

A delightful tree, a nice field, His image
is in them too

And He dwells upon every high mountain

Wherever there is a sign of life, flesh
and blood,

And in the flora and in the inanimale is
He manifested,

Since He is not the G—d of the winds —
but the G—d of the heart.

This is His name and for eternity.”

Here is a positive indication of the nature of
the Divine, as far as man is concerned. It asso-
ciates divinity with a certain way of life, with
certain ethical and aesthetic standards, while
rejecting others that don’t fit into this category.

Yosef Chaim Brenner, in “Breakdown and
Bereavement” writes:

“Something around him, something hover-
ing in the air, something that reached all the
way from there, the tedious mill, where un-
known to him his son Hanocl’s life lay buried
to here, the ‘shelter in Jerusalem where he..and
his kinfolk were wasting away, something
seemed to grieve it isn’'t so... it isn’t so at all...
to breathe is truly impossible... but there’s no-
thing to hold on to... only empty space... and
nothing, nothing can ‘'ever fill it... there isn’t
any G—d.”

This passage develops from a dim percep-
tion that something is not quite right to ulti-
mate resignation. Yet this is definitely not ni-
hilism, nor is it revolt. It d¢ mothing like
Tschernichovsky’s outburst in “The Martyrs of
Tirmonia”:

“There is no G—d in the heavens, no G—d!

G—d in the heavens... And there was

none to hear

My moaning and the weeping of my

prayer”.

Tschenichovsky he is wunable to recon-
cile the worst cruelty of man with the
supposed omnipotence of G—d. Yet this is
still acceptable deviation even within orthodoxy
which sees Job and Koheleth as necessary steps
to true faith.

In Brenner’s writing, however, there is a
shift from preoccupation with something exter-
nal called G—d to something internal and vital,
the self.

Brenner writes:
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“Filth, neglect, abandonment — all these
were empty words used only by the adults in
the world outside who sometimes came to vi-
sit: they were not what really mattered. What
mattered has no meaning, no reason, no pur-
pose, but it was. Here on a Friday afternoon
in the orphanage which was the home of Ha-
noch-the-son-of-Chaim’s little son, IT WAS. And
whatever it was, it was joyful, it was good, it
was life-giving, it was Life itself — blessed be
it, selah!”

Brenmer is able to come back and applaud
life — unlike Dostoyevsky with whom he has
much in common — because he has discovered
in his Jewish tradition an image of his inner
self. He regains a sense of meaning by realis-
ing that it is the inner centre, and not the outer
institutional ome, that is the more consistent,
the more fluent, the freer of contradictions.

An attempt at literary generalisations reveals
that it is around the axis of this ‘inner-outer’
dichotomy that much of Israeli literature of
the 1960’s rotates particularly in the writings
of Yehuda Amichai, Amoz Oz, and A. B. Ye-
hoshua. In ways that are surreal and avant-
garde, they encounter traditional concepts of
Judaism and attempt to neutralise them and
remove them of their mysticism. They do not
confront the issues square-on, but tackle them
through indirect and partial expositions. Heb-
rew writers are today more mature and subtle
than their earlier Haskalic counterparts. The
trials and errors of the last 200 years have prov-
en that European culture cannot be trusted and
cannot provide an easy model for imitation.
By the same token, nor is that Jewish heritage
that was sanctified by previous generations any
longer taken for gramted. Indeed, it is often
blatantly dismissed. = What contemporary Is-
raeli literature is doing is to turn the issues in-
ward. Reality is encountered and perceived
from the standpoint and perspective of the
self and the writer gains its dynamics from the
interaction (or non-interaction) of the actual
external reality and the internal reality that in-
terprets it.

Indeed, the key is the breakdown of com-
mumnication. It is not only a case of the social
misfit but a case of the individual to whom so-
ciety does not make sense. The initial aliena-

tion of the individual is a product of social
violence, which in turn throws the individual
into a state of internal disharmony manifested
in semi-sleep, trauma on the verge of madness,
and, ultimately, suicide. This alienated prota-
gonist serves as a frame of.reference for under-
standing such writers as Yehoshua, Oz, Yoram
Kaniuk, Amichai — to name a few. Their nar-
rative in prose and in poetry (Amichai) is de-
signed to capture this stereotype on various le-
vels of internal and external reality. The in-
fluence of Agnon here is obvious, though each
writer gives his material a treatment of his
own. This places a greater demand on the
reader who, in order to communicate with the
work at hand, must extend his own perspectives
beyond their conventional limits, thereby
reaching into more complex-metaphorical inter-
sections.

The reality of modern Israel has resolved
some of the problems of Jewish identity, but
not all. Within Israel, a “crisis of state’ deve-
loped, involving a fundamental change of prio-
rities. Economic and social programs were re-
viewed. The earlier ideals of settlement on the
land and of manual labour — reflecting the in-
fluence of Tolstoy and the Russian “Narodniki”
— were not consistent with modern agricultural
methods and industrialisation. The era follow-
ing the War of Liberation had its anti-climax
in relation to the question of right to the land.
These issues affected the Kibbutz movement on
the one hand and the Israeli.intellectuals and
writers on the other. And new questions had
to be asked and answered. Which of the plat-
forms of Zionism were vital and which could
be compromised? How could basic principle
be redefined in order to make them meet the
challenges of the present? Which ideological
transformation could provide a formula  for
adaptation and adjustment without betraying
basic ideals?

While issues were debated, paradoxes kept
emerging. Reality put forward definite stand-
ards, or norms, but the ideology that produced
this reality was, as it stood, inadequate. A
breakdown occurred in the interaction between
ideals and practice, a breakdown which was
observed and expressed by contemporary writers.
Literature lends itself to such paradoxes. Lite-
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rature depends upon multiple and contrasting metaphorical combination was still limited and
perspectives, which is generally defined as lited did not allow a free use of poetic irony. Yehuda

rary irony. Israeli literature uses subtle yet de- Amichai has broadened the spectrum of ex-
finite irony which makes powerful literature and perience still further to the point where no se-
at the same time reflects a consistent social re- mantic combination is considered unthinkable.
ality. Ephraim Kishon’s “The Fox in the Fowl The sentences are unbalanced and often have
House” is an allegorical parody of pathetic Zion- little to do with conventional Hebrew syntax.
ism and its bureaucratic manifestations, while Vocabulary is released from the bondage of
Aharon Megged’s “The Living upon the Dead” strict cultural heritage. The allusions to Bibli-
is also built on the tension between the pathos cal and post-Biblical literature of which there
and ideology and the simplicity of basic human are many more based on ironic distance. In
practical behaviour. - prose as well as in poetry, there is a density
The problem lay in the gap between an ideo- of metaphorical combinations arising from un-
logy that was proclaimed as ultimately just (that related sources and interlocking in an unortho-
is, official Zionism) and a reality that didn’t qu- dox manner. Man is here conceived — as in
ite fit into it. The formula that was crystallising temporary Western literature — in a state of
gradually in Israeli literature was the encounter perpetual anxiety. The hero is captured from
of the internal self with the environment. The the standpoint of his own subconscious, and
search for identity in Israeli literature turned his environment is an extension of that disguis-
progressively to descriptions which predomi- ed, but vital subconscious existence. Yehoshua,
nently reflect the internal self. Oz, Kaniuk and Aharon Appelfeld are charac-
This trend has been described in Pinchas Sa- teristic illustrations of the turning inward that
delh’s “Life as a Parable”. Sadeh writes: is evident in current Israeli literature. It is
“I do not speak about anything that is out- from this, internal, vantage-point that they en-
side the boundaries of internal experience, that counter the society around them and the ethics
is outside the soul, outside the existential being by which that society is conducted.
of the individual. 1 do not speak about society, x  x  ®

about relationships, about history, about wisdom Sel R sueli  literatur
’ ected  bibliograpl f Israeli literature
of life, about gods, about dogs of Hell. Wars availablbe fn’ E)rl1 )]%Oh_ wphy ob Asrae

went on and ceased. Political affairs mounted 7 '
! S. Y. A : A Guest for the Night.
dust and disappeared, and what is left is only o BeRt fx o6 S
t{ze riddle o'f ;)'eﬁsonal life. — the once only, ”the Amos Oz: My Michael. Elsewhere Perhaps.
life of the individual against the One G—d. Touch the Water. Touch the Wind.
One could, of course, dispute whether such A. B. Yehoshua: Three Days and Child,

The Bridal Canopy. Twenty-one Stories.

an existential confession is sufficiently compre- Early in the Summer of 1970.
hensive to cover the complexity of the internal Yosef Chaim Brenner: Breakdown and
self. One is nonetheless impressed with Sadeh’s Bereavement.
stated ocmmitment to get away from the so- Anthologies of Israeli Stories —
cial, historical and political — in short, the Tehilla and other Israeli Tales.
external — conventions. Israeli Stories (ed. Joel Blocker).

This change in orientation brought about a Hebrew Short Stories (2 vol., ed. Penueli and
change in poetry as well. The poetry of the Ukhmani).
previous generation intensified the dramatic ele- Meetings with the Angel (ed. Tammuz and
ment by excessive usage of metrical effects. The Yudkin).
later, more contemporary poetry, on the other Firstfruits (ed. Michener).
hand, emphasises elements — of syntax and pho- Modern Hebrew Stories (ed. Spicenhandler).
netics — which break such metric continuity.
The poetry of Avraham Shlonsky, Nathan Al- BRURIA BERGMAN is a Ph.D. student in the
terman and Chaim Guri enlarged the poten- Middle Eastern Studies Department at the Uni-
tial of poetic expression, yet the spectrum of versity of Melbourne.
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A CARLTON CHILDHOOD

By ARNOLD ZABLE

Memories are independent spirits with a life
of their own. They change constantly, trans-
formed according to a universal formula which
combines the passage of time, with the fluctuat-
ing moods of the writer. These memories are
random and fleeting. The process of recall has
dredged up many long-forgotten events and
moods, taking me back further and deeper than
I thought was possible.

R

1 was approximately one year old when I
moved into our Canning Street house in 1948.
In the immediate post-war years, Carlton was
a predominanttly old Australian working-class
neighbourhood. The cheap cottages, terraces
and inner-urban factories had begun to attract
new immigrant classes during the inter-war
years. They were now, after the war, augment-
ed by a steady inflow of immigrants — Greeks,
Italians, Jugoslavs, Jews and other Europeans
for whom Carlton became the first stop on the
Awustralian escalator.

Early mornings all year round, five days a
week, on warm summer dawns and on cold.
bleak winter mornings the breadwinners’ ritual
took place. They walked, the working clas-
ses, Australian and immigrant, along inner-ur-
ban streets, carrying brown paper bags with
sandwiches for lunch, hundreds following the
same morning path, converging on Rathdowne,
Nicholson and Lygon Streets to catch their
buses and trams to work.

My father walked along with them, his suit-
case packed for another day at his Victoria Mar-
ket stall. Throughout the fifties’ and sixties’,
down the backlane, along Fenwick Street, to-
wards the Lygon Street tram, whilst my mother
began her day by sending off her three sons
to the local kindergartens and State schools be-
fore taking the same route to the Victoria Mar-
ket stall shortly after.

But Carlton also contained a vibrant street
world, inhabited by children let loose after
school, on weekends and on holidays by work-

ing parents with limited time and resources and
energy to supervise them closely. They roamed
around a diverse urban village, a maze of lanes,
side-streets, backyards and local parks, inhabit-
ed by village idiots, boogy-men, witches, hobos
and assorted maniacs. On some days, the vill-
age kids would roam as far afield as the Mel-
bourne General Cemetery where they ran around
disintegrating tombstones and the odd fresh-
ly-dug grave playing hide-and-seek.  Carlton
was a much wilder and dishevelled place than
the quiet middle-class neighbourhood it was
later to become.

There was a woman who owned a corner-
store, a “hold-all” which resembled a dusty at-
tic with an untidy collection of second-hand
goods strewn around in disarray over tables
and counters and against the shop’s dirty, gri-
my display-windows.

For sale (or theft) were numerous odds and
ends — jars of hard-boiled lollies, rusty knives,
cracked plates, chipped cups. old records
cracked and scarred, fading books and maga-
zines and a multitude of toys in diverse stages
of disrepair and piles of comics. bags of marb-
les and stacks of picture-cards.

It was mainly the hard-boiled lollies, the
comics, marbles and picture-cards that drew
the village kids to the shop like screws and
nails drawn in by a powerful magnet. Entering
the store was always an eerie experience. The
wooden door with its torn flywire screen would
croak open as the locals pushed into the mus-
ty room, and a long period of waiting usually
followed until eventually the old forbidding
Mrs. Gus slowly waddled in from the semi-
darkness of her mysterious back-rooms.

Every few months. Mrs. Gus™ store was shat-
tered by the return of Jim, who was assumed
to be the old woman’s son, and was rumoured
to be an itinerant jail-bird. Arriving home, he
would reel into the shop in.a drunken stupor
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or climb fearlessly through the windows that
stretched across the store-front, forgetting that
windows contained window-panes. And he
would continue his rampage late into the
night, cussing, swearing and belching until
peace finally prevailed. The next mornings,
the shop would be locked and the windows
boarded up, and remained so until weeks later
the native son disappeared and enough order
was restored for trading to resume. On the
day Mrs. Gus died, I arrived too late on the
scene. The other village kids had already loot-
ed the store, and had left behind a scattering
of tattered comiocs and books, broken toys, frag-
ments of glass, chipped marbles, and picture-
cards that were bent and frayed beyond re-
cognition.

In the village that was Carlton, the “bottle-
0" was another regular fixture. Sitting on a
cart full of beer-bottles stacked into the wood-
en boxes and crates, he brandished a whip
with which he barely managed to extract a
plodding elephant walk from his ancient draft-
horse which left a trail of dung in the middle
of the road and in the lanes on his monthly
journeys.

*Battle-oooo, Bottle-oooo,” he called, ithe
haunting refrain signalling the old man’s latest
arrival in the neighbourhood. Once in a while,
he would strike gold — a backyard shed full
of old beer bottles or piles of empties after a
monster weekend “grog-on”, and he would make
his mini-fortunes out of thousands of ha’pen-
nies, money sufficient for another few months’
reprieve from a park-bench under a wad of
newspapers.

£ Ed £3

Curtain Square, with its giant oaks, its play-
ground full of monkey-bars, slides and swings,
and its occasional stretch of uninterrupted lawn
was the focal point for many varied scenes and
encounters.

Every year, a carnival would come to Cur-
tain Square. One year it included a band of
Aboriginal boxers who slugged it out on warm
spring nights under the “big top” for a shower
of sixpennies. Included on the programme
were open challenges to aspiring local boxers
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who were game enough to earn. a few quid in
the ring with a ferocious boxer from the troupe.
There were miniature scenic railrcads and hor-
ror rides that sent stomachs falling into toes as
their tiny bucket seats whirled around the Carl-
ton) air at terrifying speeds, turning the lights
of the carnival into lightning streaks of colour.
And there were the usual ways of losing a
week’s wages. There were stalls with clowns
turning, their mouths wide open gobbling up
ping-pong balls, there were elusive targets for
air-rifles and arrows, and lucky numbers, lucky
dips, and lucky trips all eating away at the wal-
let while the kids ran around wildly chewing
large pink wads of fairy floss or clutching at
bags of hot chips and potato cakes.

At that time, the occasional gang roamed the
Carlton streets. Pure unadulterated Aussies
who at the tender age of eleven had acquired
the habit of hating Jews and Wogs. Some of
them fervently believed that the Jews had kil-
led Jesus. Where they had picked up such
sophisticated interpretations of biblical his-
tory was not clear. But there was little time
for speculation as they shoved my face into
the grass with the command, “Kiss the ground
and say ‘I love Jesus.” I squirmed and wrig-
gled, and quickly learned the art of self-de-
fence — a “kick to the balls” and a swift pair
of legs running as far and as fast as possible.

On another occasion, in a sudden frenzy, I
pushed Tom O'Meally, the kid next door, ofl
the fence where he had spent the last half
hour tentertaining the neighbours —with  his
“Wog” riddles. As he fell from the fence, he
grazed his hands badly and ran inside bleeding
heavily. A week later, he became victim of a
major poliomyelitis epidemic and spent seve-
ral years incarcerated in plaster. For a long
time, T held the nightmarish conviction that I
had been the cause of his disease.

- % b3

“So ya’ want to learn how to box, do ya'?”
An arm adorned with tattoos jabbed sharply
at my chest and abdamen. The owner of this
arm was Ted, an itinerant laborer and truckie
by profession and a part-time boxing instruc-

e
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tor by passion. He led me through a vacant
block strewn with broken bottles, where
clumps of wild grass and hardy shrubs grew
around piles of rubbish and the occasional
bare patch of barren grey earth. We walked
down a lane and stopped before a large wood-
en gate that opened onto a small yard with a
two-tiered loft. A stairway stretched above the
stable which occupied the bottom half of the
loft and led through a trap-door intn a large
extended room full of rattling punching bags,
jangling weights, creaking floor-boards pound-
ed by jogging and skipping feet, and bodies
smelling of eucalyptus and sweat.

Ted introduced me to the head-trainer who
called over one of his young charges. He was
instructed to give “young Amold” a good
workout and a “taste of the leather.” My fists
were soon enveloped by two large bloated
black boxing gloves, and 1 was thrust into the
ring to confront a wild-eyed kid of similar size.
1 fought as migrant street-fighters fought — no
science, no technique, no patience or calcula-
tion, merely plain rage and raw energy, a use-
less wild moving target of flesh that danced
and weaved in front of me. I didn’t really know
what was happening, and the ropes provided
litle consolation as they rasped and grazed my
body.

Then somehow it was over. There followed
slaps on the back. “Ya” did alright for a new-
comer, mate. A bit wild thought Ya’ got to
treat it like a science, ya’ got to figure it out.”
So I spent the mext few weeks trying to figure
it out. My father put together a punching-bag
which consisted of a pillow stuffed with old
socks, leftovers from his market business. Wads
of small socks stuffed into larger ones were my
boxing-gloves as I flayed at the bag suspended
from a wooden beam that stretched across the
entrance of the bathroom. Despite these efforts
a good swift pair of legs remained a much
more reliable and painless form of self-defence
on the occasions when Carlton became a place
of menace.

One night in the mid-fifties, in the Kadimah
Hall in Lygon Street, I was introduced to the
community ritual called the Yiddish Theatre.
In the foyer perfumed, rouged and powdered
ladies and men warmly-wrapped laughed, shook
hands and greeted each other and stooped
over and inspected each other’s children. The
atmosphere was mellowed with smoke.

Warning bells rang repeatedly and after the
tenth time finally dragged the crowd into the
hall and into their seats. The lights went out,
spotlights fell on the band mear the glowing
EXIT sign. Suddenly there was music — piano,
violin, clarinet, and percussion — old Yiddish
melodies flowing out over the audience in a
medley of memories.

The curtain rises to reveal a thin transparent
veil several feet back covering a dimly-lit set-
ting — the living-room of a ‘shtetl cottage, its
large windows opening onto fields surround-
ing the village. In the background is a ceme-
tery. A lady sleeps at the table. For the time
being, the action takes place in front of the

transparent curtain.

Prologue to “The Treasure” by David Pins-
ki. — Napoleon, it is rumoured, has buried a
treasure near the old cemetery. Napoleon him-
self now appears on the dimly-lit stage, hand
tucked inside his jacket. He walks slowly to
the beat of a drum, followed by two aides car-
rying a box. All three disappear and come in-
to view again shortly after. They are now dis-
tant shadows near the cemetery slowly lower-
ing the casket into the around.

The veil drops, the dream is over, the living-
room lights up vividly and the action begins.
A succession of shtetl characters appear acting
out their caricatures around a plot which winds
its ritualistic way through local love affairs,
scandals. weddings, arguments over debts and

other daily shtetl events.

The rumour of a treasure hidden behind the
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town dominates the thoughts of the villagers.
It becomes their obsession, the key to their li-
beration from the mundane earthly struggle to
survive. And in the end, the villagers file around
dimming stage in a winding procession led by
the village idiot in their search for the treasure
as they chant, “Kum alle, lomir zuchen, Come
everyone, let us search, kum alle, lomir zuchen,

kum alle, lomir zuchen...”

Somewhat later; I made it “behind the cur-
tains”, with a few small parts in plays put on
the David Herman Theatre Group. Behind the
scenes, the Master of Ceremonies was Zigmund
Brustman, the make-up artist. The tiny dres-
sing-rooms were crammed with costumes and
with Brustmann’s collections of crayons, paints,
brushes, glues, creams, moustaches and false
beards. Brustman would bend over the ac-
tors, his domineering white bushy eyebrows
knitted in fierce concentration as he transformed
a procession of people into nineteenth century
village characters in the settlements which once
lay scattered “beyond the Pale” in Eastern Eu-
rope, Brustman would back up his work with
a non-stop slow patter in his deep rasping gra-
vel voice or swop the latest gossip about the
village life in Melbourne where, in its own les-
ser way, the shtetl had been transplanted.

Lee Street State School in Carlton consisted
of thick dark-blue inkspots spreading rapidly
outwards on white blotting-paper as Mr. Apple-
bee danced around the classroom, his withered
left hand tucked under his arm, yelling “You
cant do it, you can’t do it, you can’t do it...”
at some unfortunate little wretch who had got-
ten his sums wrong again.

Lee Street State School was also the place
where punishment in Grade Four was to sit
next to huge smelly Berryl Tischler who usu-
ally occupied three-quarters of a two-person
desk. She had the accumulated stench of
weeks without a wash and she kept on telling
me, “Don’t rock the boat” as the desk creaked

under our combined weight during one of the
punishment periods.

At Lee Street, the initial sorting-out process
took place. By the age of eleven, it was estab-
lished who were the smart ones to go on to
high school and who were the no-hopers who
would go on to Collingwood Tech. or to a job
as soon as it was legally possible.

And it is to the Lee Street State School that
one of my earliest memories reaches, to “Bub’s
grade” in December with Christmas and Cha-
nukah approaching and the school holidays on-
ly one day away. The teacher told her char-
ges to sit up straight, and, having been judged
to have sat the straightest, I was was chosen
to accompany Santa Claus into the school hall
with his bag of presents.

Not sure whether 1 was going to a rally of
the Ku Klux Klan or to the greatest treat of
my short life, I was taken to a dressing-room
where the great red-clad Santa was putting on

the finishing touches to his long white beard

and moustache. We entered the hall together
while Christmas carols were being sung. In the
back of my mind came the reminder that all
was not quite right, a Jewish boy participating
in such alien and menacing rituals.

That night 1 dreamed of strange worlds. I
was skating down the passage-way of my house
towards the front room where my parents slept
and where my younger brother lay in a wood-
en cot. I slid into the room and jumped into
the cot and fell through the bottom into another
world peopled with spirits from many places.
Some were dressed as Jewish rabbis, others
as Santa Clauses, others ran naked and black
as Aborigines used to do. Mass choirs sang
Jewish melodies, Christmas carols and Greek
dances, while I dissolved and merged again
with this vast scene of contradictory impulses
dominated by a primordial father with a long
flowing white beard.

LN
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~The Funeral

By MARC RADZYNER

Almost the first thing I notice
is how much the barracks at Auschwitz

were the image of the buildings here . . .

To give a sense of familiarity,

I sense now, regarding

the same attractive red brick,
the regular triangle of the roofs,
and all along the avenue

intermittently exposed behind the leaves,

the identical type of the three-storied dwelling.

This had been the land of death

but I hadn’t expected

that kind of identity. 1 came

because my father was born here,

my grandmother buried in the Jewish
graveyard.

and today the huge leaves of the chestnut
and oak trees

had the summer shining through them like
green skins,

as 1 strolled along the avenues of Zhiradov,

Down along the centre of the avenue came

the slow growl of a brass ban. 1 watched
with interest

the traditional hearse advancing horse-drawn,

the slow mourners, poorly dressed

ordinary Polish people, coming along

crunching the gravel. I am impressed

with the gravity as well as the shabbiness.

The steady, mournful music, the gold leaf

of the hearse, and the dark smoke of the incense

all seem effective. The priest, chanting apart,

is absorbed and genuinely serious. And the
people

beside me, watching, are clearly moved by
this ritual

for one single person’s death.

At the end of the cortege, a raggedly-looking
little boy

in a grey suit, half-raises his arms, bewildered.

I seem to recognise him from some photograph.

Down the avenues of Poland

oak leaves in the heavy sunlight, burned.

It all really happened.

1977
my camera hanging down from my fist.
And yet, i g
it all happened, 1 couldn’t help thinking.
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I .ouis Kahan — a Thumb-nail Sketch

By MORRIS C. DAVIS, CM.L.

“Inspiration plays but a small part in the
full development of a painting. The picture
is carefully devised and worked out, but once
begun it is self-generating. What is important
is what lies behind the painting.”

This is the neatly-phrased message which
gives the clue to Louis Kahan’s work. To dis-
cuss art with Louis is a privilege which leaves
a deep and lasting impression. On the surface
a quiet and even reticent man, he gives the im-
pression that he is an Army General summing
up his opponent. At first one finds oneself batt-
ling for definitions, — questions must be clear
and carefully poised. Then extracting, I am
sure, more from his interviewer than his in-
terviewer from him, words begin to flow in a
delightful fashion. The challenge of the dis-
cussicn, be it on landscape or portrait, etching
or stained glass, reveals his true philosophy on
art and through this, his philosophy of life.

Born in 1905, in an era leading to the First
World War, he learned from his father who
was a brilliant tailor, the need for perfection
in all things. This training set the pattern of
his teeling for design and excellence in draw-
ing. Louis learned his trade with an innate
aptitude and he relates how, many years later,
when an established artist, he helped in the
completion of an emergency tailoring order
for his father. As so often is the case of those
who achieve, opportunities presented —them-
selves which forged the future pattern of his
life, permitting the natural outflow of his talent.

Louis admits that from tailoring it was simple
to move to general design and his magnificent
success in theatre decor — Menotti’s “The Con-
sp]” (1952), “The Tales of Hoffman” (1954)
for which a Royal Performance was given, were
part of this natural development.

Speed and accuracy of representation derive
from his experiences while serving in the For-
eign Legion at the fime when U.S. troops
landed in Northern Africa. Some 3,400 black
and white portraits were compleced at the rate

of 20 per day, mostly for wounded soldiers in
hospital. Facsimilies of these works, signed by
the artist, were sent home to relatives and it
was recognised that this contributed greatly to
lift the morale of the troops.

His agility with brush and pen were en-
hanced by this experience and few can equal
his ability to create strong and determined
charactersation with so minimal a line, “sket-
ches coming to life in the process of execu-
tion.” One cannot help but be reminded of
Pinocchio, bringing his little figures to life. With
no preconceived 1deas, Louis regards painting
as an adventure, constantly involving new
paths. He spends more time thinking about
the painting than in the execution of the work
and the final production acquires a life of its
own, representing a dialogue between “the
painting and myself.” In so doing, one does
not have to exdlude harmony and beauty from
the final product. This does not mean there is
no place for ugliness in art forms, but no
pigeonholed labels, simply a sheer search for
truth. To achieve his purpose, any medium is
permissable be it oil, glass, pen or mural. Each
can provide a facility for expression.

The struggle for understanding and fight for
self-exression comes from the tough school of
experience. His mastery of line and contour
derives from the background from which he
came. Louis Kahan has no time for frivolities,
or the tinsellled form. To him a spade is a
spade and no other name will do.  His art
represents a search for truth, untarnished by
extrinsic details. He denies the legend that an
artist must live with his sitter for months to
learn to know him, rather he believes the re-
verse. The less you know of the sitter’s habits,
the better and more objective will be your
painting. Knowing him indeed may prove a
hindrance rather than a help, for character
must be conveyed by subjective imagination,
and by what one feels. To prove this point,
he reveals his only impact with the novelist
playwright Patrick White (whose portrait won

14 [ Melbourne Chronicle @ September 1977 ]



the Archibald Prize for Louis Kahan in 1962),
was from a few notes he made during a simple
two-hour discussion preparing a few sketches
for a literary publication.

At that time a portrait was not in his mind.
Louis however describes how the face, parti-
cularly the eyes, haunted him. The painting
was made to get this haunting figure “out of
his system” so to speak. The notes made two
months earlier were used. There was no sit-
ting, indeed it was only after the painting was
completed that the artist asked Patrick White
tto view the portrait, so to give Louis a chance
to compare his concept with the man in life.
The ultimate rugged portrait reveals a great
personality with absolute truth — its harsh
edges, its toughness, its resilience and idealism.
It is a magnificent portrayal of a whole of life
experience executed with tremendous insight
in line, colour and form. Into this portrait, as
with so many he has done, goes part of the art-
ist, for it reveals as much the life experience
of Loouis Kahan as of the sitter.

In his studio with the beautifully lighted
windows, the scattered masterpieces leave no
doubt of the true identity of the man and

his life philosophy. Hel decries no particular

art form, but believes that today there is a re-
turn to realism. The minimal painting, the

dot, the hard edge, are all matters of fashion,
but ultimately the image which the artist cre-
ates is his own. He must search and reveal
the bare and absolute truth. Realism does not
mean a mere copy of what is. Michaelangelo’s
David, Louis points out, 1is larger than life,
with a head proportionately smaller than the
body, yet it remains one of the greatest works
of all time.

Much has yet to be revealed in the art of
Kahan. A more recent development in the
field of etching is masterly, showing a breadth
of line and contour which few could encom-
pass. These etchings, many of which have not
yet been exhibited, are powerful and exciting.
It was a privilege to have been given the op-
portunity to view them in the presence of the
artist himself.

His portraits of children derive from watch-
ing his own family at play. While observing
their make-believe, he re-lives his own youth
over and over again.

This is the immortality of Louis Kahan, art-
ist, family man, psychologist and deep philo-
sopher — relatively inarticulate with word, yet
roaring his message of deep understanding with
his brush. In all this, Lily his wife, by adding
encouragement, softness and colour, plays an
important part.

Souls on Fire: Portraits and Legends of

H asidic Mastersby Flie Wiesel

by PAUL FORGASZ

BOOK REVIEW

Though five years have passed since the pub-
lication of this book, like any of Elie Wiesel's
works, it is worthy of review and attention at
any time.

“Souls on Fire” presents a medley of lite-
rary portraits dealing with the zaddikim, the
spiritual leaders of the Hasidic —community.
Eliec Wiesel begins with the first zaddik, the
Baal Shem Tov (died in 1760) and ends one
hundred years after the founder’s death with

Menahem Mendl of Kotsk (died 1859).

(Random House, New
York), 1972)

The book is not, strictly speaking. about Ha-
sidim: rather it represents that element of the
movement that has so fascinated Wiesel — the
zaddik. It is primarily through the zaddikim
and their tales that Wiesel views the early rise
of Hasidism.

The ritual of story-telling was closely asso-
ciated with the zaddik. The telling of tales not
only aided in the spreading of the Hasidic
movement, but was also considered to have
great religious value for the teller. Early on
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in the book, Wiesel informs the reader of the
‘proper’ technique for understanding Hasidic
tales, and, in a sense, his own book: “Viewed
from the outside, all of these tales are incom-
prehensible; one must enter them, for their
truth may be measured only from the inside”
(p. 5). Thus, as with his other works, Wiesel’s
approach is existentialist.

Similarly, here too Wiesel remains possessed
by the horror of the Holocaust and he appears
interested in attempting to explain that hor-
ror by viewing it through the prism of Hasid-
ism. For example, he writes of his Hasidic
grandfather, Doyde feig, from whom he learnt
many Hasidic tales: “I shall never know whe-
ther my grandfather... went to his death sing-
ing or dancing for a man, for a child, or for
a tale he will never tell” (p. 167). Wiesel
may have foreseen the evil lurking: “Menahem
Mendl of Kotsk went into seclusion in 1839, a
century before the second conflagaration in-
volving entire peoples and continents” (p.
220). Finally Wiesel fights with the torment of
having survived the death-camps. Speaking of
the Hasidic belief in the miraculous powers of
the tale, he asks: “Perhaps we are mo longer
able to tell the story. Could all of us be guilty?
Even the survivors? Especially the survivors?”
p. 168). Wiesel’s existential anxiety has led him
back to the Hasidic tales he heard as a child
for an answer. Referring to himself, he writes:
“Whether accurately retold or invented out-
right.. (the tales) must be passed on exactly
as the narrator received them in his childhood.
Clearly it is to relive that childhood that he
is telling them in his turn.” (p. 5-6).

Fascination with the Hasidic message
prompts Wiesel, like Martin Buber, to think
seriously about its usefulness for contemporary
society. Both Buber and Wiesel draw parallels
between the eighteenth and twentieth century
religious situations. Buber believed that Ha-
sidism today could continue to perform the
same crucial function it had two centuries ago
by enabling man to overcome the separation
between the sacred and profane elements of
his existence.

In Hasidism, through its teaching of what
he called “the hallowing of the everyday”,
Buber saw man being able to fulfil his destiny.
Wieself, on his part, feels that the precondi-

tions are ripe for the revival of Hasidism: “All
the conditions that existed in the ecighteenth
century, when Hasidism came into being,
prevail again today. Physical and emotional
security, fallen idols, the scourge of violence
(p. 256). Wiesel is well aware of the failure
of contemporary theologies to provide for ma-
ny a meaningful experiential spiritual frame-
work. His concern therefore is not strictly a
question of how one should interpret Hasid-
ism, but rather how one can use it to enrich
one’s spiritual existence.

“Souls on Fire” is most successful in convey-
ing to the reader a feeling of the vitality and
impact of the zaddikim, and through them of
Hasidism. Furthermore. the section of Back-
ground Notes (pp. 260-268) is a good ac-
count of some primary terms in the Jewish
mystical tradition. Finally, Wiesel provides
the reader with a most helpful “Synchronolo-
gy’ (pp. 269-275) which juxtaposes significant
events in the Jewish and non-Jewish worlds
during the early growth of the Hasidic move-
ment.

Whether it be for the already committed
student of Hasidic thought, the beginner, or
the mere casual observer, this book provides
valuable and meaningful insights into a phe-
nomenon that has become part of the religious
consciousness of the modern Jewish world.

PAUL FORGASZ is Assistant Dircctor of the
Hillel Foundation of Victoria.

The “Melbourne Chronicle”,  published by
the Jewish National Library and Cultural Centre
“Kadimah”, aims to deal with cultural, com-
munal, social, political and religious issues of
interest and relevance to the Jewish community.

In keeping with this aim, th “Melbourne
Chronicle” invites contributions of articles,
poetry, short stories, critiques and reviews from
all interested members in the community.

The opinions expressed by contributors  to
the “Melbourne Chornicle” are their own and
do not necessarily represent the views of the edi-
torial committee or of the Kadimah organisation.
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FILM REVIEW
By K. GETTLER

“Hester Street”

Director-Scriptwriter: Joan Micklin Silver.
Photography: Kenneth Van Sickle.

A large number of films have portrayed the
experiences and “Culture shock” of new im-
migrants to America. Each has been careful
not to offend any other national group which
came to the “New Land” at the same time.
The independent production “Hester Street”
stands apart from the rest. The film focuses
solely upon the life of Jewish immigrants in
New York at the end of the 19th Century.
Based upon the novel “Yekl” written by Abra-
ham Cahan in 1896, it does not follow the cha-
racteristic American formula of “rags to riches”
(or vice versa). It emphasises instead the diffi-
culty of immigrants to maintain their sacred
habits and taboos in “educated New York”, a
difficulty no less common to Irish, Italian and
Polish immigrants of that time.

Escaping from the constant persecutions of
“Mother Russia”, the Jews took with them the
spiritual ~ values (which were) forged by
their upbringing and environment, values which
did not help the majority who upon arriving
in the United States found difficulty adjusting
to the new environment where the dollar ruled.

These conflicting forces of past and pre-
sent environments contributing to the sense of
“culture shock” are crystallised in the relation-
ship between the new arrival Yankel and his
wife Gitl. Yankel (Steven Keats) whose sole
aim is to become a true American citizen turns
his back upon the values gleaned from his past.
He works in a sweat-shop, has a two-roomed
flat and changes his name to the more popular
“Take”. After three years, he sends for his wife
Gitl (Carol Kane). Gitl is totally bewildered
by the new surroundings and the new values
she encounters. She cannot accept the forces
of Americanization. Even when Jake forces her
to take off her orthodox wig and her Russian
clothes and convinces her to buy more up-to-
date ones and a hat with a flower, she cannot

understand the reasons behind those actions. In
a very moving scene, she is seen to stand alone
in the bedroom staring at her reflection in the
mirror. She is at that moment undressed, yet still
his despotism, and his affair with the money-
wearing the new hat with the flower.

The unhappy relationship between Gitl and
Jake becomes apparent through his brutality,
minded Polish beauty, Mamie (Dorrie Kava-
naugh). After each argument, Jake runs out
from the flat slamming the door as his final
comment on the particular incident. The sound
of the slamming door creates a sense of relief,
yet at the same time the compressed silence

- of the room compels one to share with Gitl her

feelings of depression and loneliness.

Gitl’s dissatisfaction with her marriage is
chanelled into a subtle relationship with their
boarder, Mr. Bernstein (Mel Howard), a Tal-
mudic scholar who also teaches the Hebrew
Aleph-Beth to her son. Jake considers Bern-
stein to be a half-wit, especially as the latter
earns far less that himself despite the fact that
they both work in the same sweat-shop. Yet
Gitl sees in the quiet scholarly Bernstein the
embodiment of her own values. They hardly
ever converse, yet one is still continually aware
off their innermost thoughts. In one partiscular
scene they sit at the table opposite each other
and exchange a few sentences. Absen:t—minded—‘
ly, Bernstein moves his hands towards her half
of the table. When he sees and recognises the
implications of his action, he shamefacely ta}(es
back his hand. In their world, to behave differ-
ently is unthinkable. Slowly, Gitl is coming to
the decision to divorce her husband.

“Hester Street”, filmed in black and white,
generates a great sense of authencity and vcrodi-
bility. Carol Kane’s performance 15 unforget-
table. Her blank face, devoid of any smile,
makes one sense the tragic element in her des-
tiny. The photography of Kenneth Van Slckl.e
never lapses into picture-postcard prettiness. Di-
rector Joan Silver has selected a handful of un-
known actors. Hester Street becomes a living
street, not a filmset or decoration, a true picture
of the Jewish ghetto in which a few ordinary
characters tell us an ordinary story about a par-
ticular period in our history, thereby enhancing
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the credibility of the film. Perhaps this is slight- “Hester Street” is a modest film. It does not

ly marred by the horse and carts which trundle offer a psychological labyrinth of the characters,
past the street a bit too often. Silver here pays waving their ethnic identity like a flag. The film
a price for her primitive naturalism. lacks pretensions. It is only human.
B R T
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