








































































About Victoria by Sami Michael

Lev Hakak 
(U C LA)

Victoria, by Sami Michael, has re- 
ceived more publicity than any 
other novel written by a Middle 
Eastern-born Israeli author. In 1974 
Sami Michael published his first 
novel, protesting against the dis- 
crimination between Jews from Iraq 
and Ashkenazi Jews. His works 
placed him in the literary establish- 
ment. His social protest became in- 
creasingly milder in his subsequent 
novels. Then came the controver- 
sial novel Victoria.

Victoria is the life story of an Iraqi- 
born Jewish woman named Victoria. 
Her mother was a troubled, limited 
woman, who bore to eighteen chil- 
dren. Victoria married her cousin 
Refael during the second decade of 
this century. She lived a hard life 
with him, and emigrated to Israel 
with her family in 1950. Refael died 
in 1990.

In his many interviews, Michael pre- 
sented his novel in four different 
ways, revealing contradictions. The 
novel is autobiographical. He por- 
trays the life of a typical Jewish fam- 
ily in Iraq. He showed the life of 
the lowest and poorest class of Iraqi 
Jews at the end of the Ottoman Em- 
pire (which disintegrated in 1918 
after the first World War), prior to 
the B ritish Mandate (1920-1932). 
Accordingly, the writer took the 
novel setting, milieu, characters, 
and events from history (as ele- 
ments of a historical novel). Y et 
Michael also reminds readers that 

this work is fiction: everything is the 
product of his imagination. These 
declarations by the author have 
sent conflicting cting messages to 
the readers, allowing them and crit- 
ics withhout historical and socio- 
logical knowledge to choose what- 
ever statement they wanted. N ot 
surprisingly, many of the critics of 
the novel were unsure if the book 
consisted of accountable facts and 
reality or if it was pure fiction. Many 
critics treated it as authentic histori- 
cal documentation, repeatedly, us- 
ing the words ‘truth‘, ‘true docu- 
ment‘, and ‘evidentiary document‘. 
This presumption of the accuracy 
of the work caused many of these 
misled people to ask, ‘If these are 
the Jews of Iraq, what standing do 
they have claiming they were mis- 
treated in Israel?’

Michael, who made the above pub- 
lie statements, also created in the 
novel a narrator with an intrusive, 
authoritative voice. This narrator 
states thoughts and feelings; knows 
past, present, and future events; he 
informs us of what was said and 
done in two different places at the 
smae time, even when characters 
are alone. The narrator's voice lends 
a feeling of credibility to the work, 
which gives it life, and could easily 
cause an uniformed reader to more 
quickly perceive the work as ‘truth‘. 
Jewish life under Ottoman rule is 
described much more vividly than 
is life under B ritish rule, where the 
descriptions are brief, general, and
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disproportionate.
The characters are static, regardless 
of the change of rule, emphasizing 
these discrepencies. Life in general 
has a medieval feel to it, being dark 
in all aspects. It conforms to the ste- 
reotypes of literary works about 
Middle Eastern Jews in Israel. The 
novel describes poverty, hunger, 
infidelity, rape, incest, ignorance, 
dirt, illness, infant fatality, and ver- 
bal, sexual, and physical abuse as 
condonable in a society that sup- 
posedly viewed the birth of a girl 
as a disaster. On the other hand, 
spiritual and intellectual sophisti- 
cation, Zionism, chairty, religion, 
and most other aspects of life that 
lend respectability to a person play 
a minor role in the life of the charac- 
ters in the novel. It emphasizes the 
influence of economic and social 
conditions on the characters and in 
its depth, once observes a strong 
social protest against control (as 
elements of social novel).

The novel received numerous re- 
views, but critics more often than 
not ignored its aesthetic aspects, 
praising the fiction for its being 
‘truthful‘, ‘authentic‘, ‘ethnic‘, etc. 
Indeed, the narrators of the 1974 
novel All Men Are Equal - But Some 
Are More and the 1993 novel, both 
by the same author, conflict, each 
other in their social, political, and 
ideological views and messages. 
Iraqi Jews were deeply offended by 
Victoria, yet many critics, mostly 
Ashkenazim, celebrated its ‘truth- 
fulness‘.
My article touches upon several 
possibilities explaining the change 
of position in Michael's work re- 
garding discrimination in Israel.

These include the changing roles 
and positions of Israeli writers of 
Middle Eastern origin in Israel 
changes that the A shkenazi- 
Sephardi conflict has undergone in 
the past, decade; the responsibility 
of the author to the characters and 
their ideas in his fiction; the im- 
pact of the author's position, pulled 
from the shadows into a small spot- 
light; differentiation between fact 
and fiction; and the still existing 
sensitivity of Jews from Middle East- 
ern countries about their self-im- 
age.

True, there are some social accusa- 
tions in this novel about the way 
Iraqi Jews were received and ab- 
sorbed in Israel. It seems, however, 
that the social accusations of the 
narrator are put to the reader in a 
demeaning way, ridiculing at the 
real hardships. One can almost con- 
elude that the implied author and 
the reader stand above the narra- 
tor and ask, ‘what logical right does 
he have to accuse anyone, coming 
from the background he describes?’ 
The implied author's bitterness is 
not founded in the reality of the 
novel and will only irritate the 
reader.

For all this, a realistic, biographi- 
cal, and autobiographical novel can 
be seen in Victoria. The work gives 
a detailed account of the lives of the 
author's parents, experiences, and 
activities. As a realistic novel it 
strives to give the impression of 
portraying life as it actually was, 
presenting the illusion of an actual 
eperience. I have traced the bio- 
graphical and autobiographical el- 
ements (which may be representa-
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tive of the weakest Jewish class in 
Iraq at that time) in response to the 
bastardization of the work by crit- 
ics who spurned any literary dis- 
cussion of the work, and brusquely 
declared the novel to be ‘an authen- 
tic documentation' of the life of 
Iraqi Jews in Iraq. The autobio- 
graphical elements support the re- 
alistic characteristics of the novel, 
showing the narrator to be cred- 
ible. However, they do not neces- 
sarily represent the community. I 
did not reconstruct the author's life 
and family from the novel, but used 
information provided by the author 
about these subjects which found 
detailed expression in the novel.

These autobiographical elements 
are not just fragments of the novel 
but are the novel. Michael's ex- 
tended family lived in a common 
home, with facilities used by all, 
where everything was exposed to 
everyone; he knew hunger, his 
grandm other was a battered  
woman, close to retardation, and his 
own grandfather was an economi- 
cally failed tyrant in his household. 
He was exposed all his life to the 
'superior' male taking control and 
humiliating the inferior woman. The 
Refael of the novel is Michael's fa- 
ther, and Victoria is his mother. 
Michael's father left his mother to 
seek a cure for his debilitating 
tuberculosis while she was pregnant 
and with two young daughters. He 
remained out ot contact with his 
family for three years, during which 
time Michael's m other contem- 
plated suicide by leamping off of a 
bridge. Michael's father was saved 
only because he consented to ex- 
perimental surgery. The father's 

mistress departed for Israel, leav- 
ing him lovesick, even though he 
had many other women. He was a 
successful and generous business- 
man in the textile industry for parts 
of his life, and he knew some He- 
brew and Arabic. From his children 
begotten out of wedlock, we see 
that he liked a good time. When 
Michael was born his family mistak- 
enly believed that he was a girl, so 
they left him on the roof to die. He 
was saved only when it accidentally 
came to light that he was in fact a 
boy. The following conclusion is 
supported by these and other nu- 
merous autobiographical facts: this 
work is an autobiographical story 
of one family, not of a community. 
It was not a surprise, therefore, 
that the world that Michael depicted 
in Victoria spawned fury and dis- 
m ay. When a w riter p u b lic ly  
declares his novel to be represen- 
tative of the life in his community, 
when his community cannot find its 
life in it, and when the critics ac- 
cept his declarations, it is neces- 
sary and proper to go to the biog- 
raphy of the writer and to point out 
that the biographical elements elic- 
ited the novel's negative reaction. 
The article includes a polemic be- 
tween Sami Michael and his Iraqi 
Jewish readers. Each in turn, these 
readers express their astonishment, 
rejection, pain, anger, and a feeling 
that the writer has failed. Their 
positions were entirely supported 
from a comparison of the novel and 
its author's declarations with the 
reality that they knew so well. 
Michael's detailed response pro- 
vided exclusively to the author of 
this article, offers only one of the 
reasons why the reader is left with
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a feeling of dissatisfaction. It seems 
that the writer erred in encourag- 
ing readers who are not familiar 
with the historical and sociological 
background to think that Iraqi Jew- 
ish life in general was well reflected 
here. The writer made himself a 
witness to the 'truthfulness' of his 
novel.

The last part of the article presents 
some of the major literary devices 
of the novel. The linear order of the 
information and events are differ- 
ent from the actual chronological 
order, and this use of flashbacks 
by the author does provide an in- 
teresting read. The scene (in about 
1918) in which Victoria, penniless, 
pregnant, mother of two, and wife 
of a man with tuberculosis who has 
deserted her, goes to the bridge to 
find death, is a most detailed por- 
trayal, repeated time and again. It 
has a central structural function in 
the novel, and even though its ob- 
jective time duration is only a few 
hours, its impact on Victoria is criti- 
cal. Even when it is remembered in 
a flashback after more than sixty 
years, it is still described in the 
present tense, to show that Victoria 
will always be influenced by the 
decision she almost made.

C hronologically this event took 
place years after the beginning of 
the story plot. This entrance into the 
novel without exposition raises 
many questions in the reader's 
mind. These questions are an- 
swered, slowly, over then next few 
chapters. However, the reader is 
often left to guess who is answer- 
ing these questions, as it is difficult 
to tell whose point of view these 

flashbacks are written from. Events, 
described even seventy years after 
their occurrence are written in the 
present tense, reflecting their per- 
manent gravity, yet each time they 
are told in a different way, each time 
providing the reader with new in- 
form ation . B y the m eans of 
Represented Speech ( erleb te red e)  
and a stream of consciousness by 
which the scenes and events are 
represented as they impinge upon 
the conscious, the narrator portrays 
Victoria's world.

Another major device is the pre- 
sentation of the intrusive narrator's 
reflections on historical conditions, 
customs, and beliefs. U nambiguous 
symbols, which signify something 
else that is clearly evident, such as 
apples and bananas, and the use of 
imagery are connected to the par- 
ticular setting.

Humorous scenes provide a comic 
relief from what would otherwise be 
entirely tragedy. Then alleviates 
the tension and decrease that pa- 
thos in many of the dramatic situ- 
ations. The book begins with 
Victoria's wondering if her husband 
is hers, and ends with a positive 
answer with his death. The absence 
of allusions is typical of Michael's 
style.

With Michael's writing, the social 
protest was tuned down from novel 
to novel. In All Men Are Equal -But 
Some Are More (1974) there is a 
strong and clear protest, but this is 
not the case in Sh ack s  and  D reams  
(1979). Social protest became mar- 
ginal in Michael's later books. In A 
T rump et in th e W ad i (1987) it be-
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came an anachronistic issue that 
benefits opportunists only. Then 
came Victoria.  Various reasons may 
account for this; after all, Michael's 
first novel won him a bear hug and 
supportive acceptance. He became 
grateful to the powerful establish- 
ment that established him as a 
writer, and was attacked for his 
initial views in a small, personal 

country, and it was easier to join 
the consensus of the powerful. The 
social gap in Israel was also substan- 
tially cured by the years. The pow- 
erful publishing house that pam- 
pered Michael, including highly 
reputable editors, was Ashkenazi. 
Would it be feasible at all for him 
to continue his social protest and 
views in such an environment?

35


	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00355_files\00355206a.pdf
	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00623_files\Hakak-2a\Hakak-2a_029.tif
	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00623_files\Hakak-2a\Hakak-2a_030.tif
	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00623_files\Hakak-2a\Hakak-2a_031.tif
	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00623_files\Hakak-2a\Hakak-2a_032.tif
	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00623_files\Hakak-2a\Hakak-2a_033.tif
	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00623_files\Hakak-2a\Hakak-2a_034.tif
	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00623_files\Hakak-2a\Hakak-2a_035.tif
	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00623_files\Hakak-2a\Hakak-2a_036.tif
	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00623_files\Hakak-2a\Hakak-2a_037.tif
	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00623_files\Hakak-2a\Hakak-2a_038.tif
	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00623_files\Hakak-2a\Hakak-2a_039.tif
	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00623_files\Hakak-2a\Hakak-2a_040.tif
	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00623_files\Hakak-2a\Hakak-2a_041.tif
	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00623_files\Hakak-2a\Hakak-2a_042.tif
	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00623_files\Hakak-2a\Hakak-2a_043.tif
	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00623_files\Hakak-2a\Hakak-2a_044.tif
	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00623_files\Hakak-2a\Hakak-2a_045.tif
	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00623_files\Hakak-2a\Hakak-2a_046.tif

	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00355_files\00355206b.pdf
	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00623_files\Hakak-2a\Hakak-2a_047.tif
	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00623_files\Hakak-2a\Hakak-2a_048.tif
	D:\OneDrive\Documents\My Web Sites\projects.hebrew-lexicon\00623_files\Hakak-2a\Hakak-2a_049.tif


