LEV HAKAK

The Contribution of Iraqi
Jews to Hebrew Literature

in Israel

The great majority of Iragi Jews —
about 125,000 — immigrated to Israel
during the five years between 1948 —
1953. This immigration included a num-
ber of highly educated people, among
them about 500 physicians, 200
engineers, and 700 educators, in addition
to poets and writers. Only 20 years later,
in 1969, these Iraqi Jews and their Israeli-
born children numbered 225,000 (about
9%) of the Jewish population of Israel.
By now, however, the saliency of origin
begins to weigh less and less.

Despite the fact that this community
has not brought forth a single great poet
or writer, or even one whose literary
work ranks with that of prominent
Israeli writers and poets the Iragis have
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indeed contributed new themes to
Hebrew literature as well as subjects,

styles and views which they brought

with them.

Their feelings regarding the shift from
Arabic to Hebrew as their literary
language, and their gradual mastery of
this new medium of artistic expression
can be seen in the novels and short
stories of Iraqi Jews, from which we also
learn how they perceive the relationship
among the various Jewish communities
in Israel. Eastern Jews who immigrate to
Israel face the conflict between their love
for Israel and the need to protest against
aspects of life here, such as the
relationship between Sepharadim and
Ashkenazim. Their writings on life in
Iraq present a clear picture of Arab
culture and way of life and cast light on
important aspects of Jewish-Arab rela-
tions. Maturation of their style as well as
the sociological changes in their lives
can be discerned in their novels. In the
writings of Shimon Ballas and Sammi
Michael — to give two examples —
there is considerable shift from a first,
aggressive social novel dealing with the
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relations between Eastern and European
Jews and criticism of the absorption of
Eastern Jews into Israeli society, to sub-
sequent literary works dealing primarily
with individuals. As for the poetry of
Iraqi Jews, the best of it integrates both
Eastern and Western elements.

By 1961 57% of Iragi Jews spoke
Hebrew, but there were still writers
among them who continued to write ex-
clusively in Arabic. Others like Shlomo
Zamir, Shalom Katav, and Aharon
Zakai shifted from Arabic to Hebrew.
Despite the fact that many Iraqi Jews, es-
pecially the  writers, had some
knowledge of Hebrew before they came
to Israel, not surprisingly, the shift from
Arabic to literary Hebrew was very
difficult. The same phenomenon can be
seen in other authors, who found it
easier as new olim, to write in their
mother tongue. Rahel wrote her first
poems in Russian, as did E. Zussman, A.
Reuveny and Stavi (Stawsky) in Yid-
dish, S. Shalom in German, and Anda
Amir Pinkerfield in Polish.

However, in addition to these obvious
difficulties facing writers, the Iraqi Jews
in the 1950s suffered especially severe
absorption difficulties. Most of them
who did not learn Hebrew in Iraq, ten-
ded to live in close contact with each
other so that the Judeo-Arabic dialect
served many communicational needs,
thus obviating any urgency to learn
Hebrew.

Nonetheless, some Iraqi Jews did start
to write in Hebrew remarkably soon af-
ter their arrival in Israel. Neer Shohet
published his first Hebrew short stories
in the early 1950s, Aharon Zakai his first
volume of poetry in 1957, Simon Ballas’
first novel was published in 1964, only

nine years after he immigrated to Israel;
Shlomo Zamir’s first volume of Hebrew
poetry appeared in 1961, after eleven
years in Israel.

Poetry

Aharon Zakai, Shlomo Zamir, Svi
Hakak, Shalom Katav, Emil Murad,
Zion Mattityahoo, David Rabi, Tikva
Shooker, Yakov Shaya, Yehezkel
Mooriel, Roni Somek, and Yitzhak
Horesh are enly some of the Iraqi Jews
who have volumes of Hebrew poetry to
their credit. Most of these poets are still
writing, and much of their poetry in-
dicates literary talent and potential.

Shlomo Zamir’s (Baghdad, 1929) one
volume of poetry, The Sound Through the
Branch®, earned him the important
Avraham Shlonsky Literary Award.
Zamir's poetry presents a wide range of
characters: beggars, war casualties, for-
saken women, newspaper vendors,
prostitutes, and other suffering people,
and his portrayal of these characters
betrays his social sensitivity. In some of
his poems the voice speaks in the first
person, even when the person talking is
a collective entity rather than an in-
dividual. Zamir’s poetry is imbued with
an enthusiastic, positive attitude toward
the State of Israel, and his description of
collective national experiences are given
from the viewpoint of someone for
whom the establishment of the State was
an event of supreme significance. His
sensitivity to historical events is ex-
pressed in his poems about Baghdad
Jews as well as in his painful poems
about the Holocaust.
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