| £4

JJddJdddddddd

i COLLECTIVE MEMORY AND

"NATIONAL TRADITION

YAEL ZERUBAVEL

THE UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO PRESS

CHICAGO AND LONDON

JddJdd e




€T

|

18 HISTORY, COLLECTIVE MEMORY, AND COUNTERMEMORY

criterion for this classification is the bond between the Jewish people and
their land, the period of Exile is essentially characterized by a lack. The
dispersion to many localities resulting from the loss of direct contact with
the land thus undermined the Jews’ shared experience of nationhood. Dur-
ing centuries of exile, religion functioned as the adhesive bond for the dis-
persed Jewish communities. But this exilic way of life was a poor substitute
for the earlier national phase, thus conveying a process of spiritual degen-
eration as well as political regression.

In its highly negative attitude toward the period of Exile and belief in
the nation’s inner vitality as a historical force, Zionism was influenced by
European political and philosophical movements. But the negative view of
Exile also continued a trend that began with the Jewish enlightenment, the
Haskala, of portraying a highly negative picture of traditional communal
life among observant Jews, with an emphasis on talmudic learning and use
of the Yiddish language. Much of the Hebrew literature that was used by
Hebrew schools in Europe and Palestine during the first decades of the
twentieth century was written by Haskala writers and imbued with a critical
portrayal that reinforced, in turn, the Zionist youth’s negative attitude to-
ward Exile.”

i ionisnT easentiatly emerged as a reaction against Fxile and reflects an
acute awareness of the need to find a solution to the problems of the Jewish
people and exilic Judaism. In fact, even those who did not regard the return
to the Land of Israel as the vital solution to the Jewish problem and who
were reconciled to the idea of Jewish life outside the ancient homeland of-
ten shared a negative attitude toward Exile.!®

Zionist collective memory thus constructs Exile as a long, dark period
of suffering and persecution. Jewish life in exile constituted a recurrent his-
tory of oppression, punctuated by periodic pogroms and expulsions, of
fragile existence imbued with fear and humiliation. For the Zionist settlers
who left eastern Europe after pogroms, persecution was their final and de-
cisive association with Jewish life in exile, both personally and collectively.
They projected those memories back onto the period of Exile as a whole,
enhancing the antiexilicattitude that had already marked Zionist memory."?
The Socialist Zionist leader David Ben-Gurion stated that Exile consists of

“‘histories’ of persecution and legal discrimination, the Inquisition, and
pogroms; of self-sacrifice and martyrdom.”? Another prominent Socialist
Zionist, Ya'akov Zerubavel, similarly described Exile as consisting of “the
Inquisition and the stake, the expulsion and the tortures, [and) the po-
groms.” He continued this statement by raising a rhetorical question:
“Which other nation has such abundance of martyrs . . . in tragedies which
have their source in the passivity of our faith?”’2! This view was later reiter-
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ated by a fictional character, Yudke (whose name means “the little Jew”)
twho protests vehemently against Jewish history in Exile: “You canno;
imagine how I'm opposed to it, how I reject it, and how . .. how . . . I don’t
respect it! Now look! Just think . . . what is there in it? Just give me an
answer: What is there in it? Oppression, defamation, persécution, martyr-
dom. And again oppression, defamation, persecution, martyrdom. And
again, and again and again, without end.”??

The highly negative perception of Exile often turned from shelilat ha-
galut (the repudiation of the state of living in exile) to shelilat ba-gola (the
f:ondemnation of the people who live in exile), the product of its demean-
ing al?ld regressive lifestyle. According to this view, life in exile turned the
Jews into oppressed, submissive, weak, and fearful people who passively
accept their fate, hoping to be saved either by God or by Gentiles’ help.
‘The Zionist image of the exilic Jew often seemed to incorporate antisemitic
stereotypes to support this negative portrayal.? Exile, Ya’akov Zerubavel
wrote, taught the Jew the need “to shrink and to bend one’s back.” 24
Yitzhak Ben-Zvi, the Socialist Zionist leader who later became Israel’s sec—*i
ond president, expressed a similar view of the Jewish past: “The spirit of
heroism and courage disappeared in the Jewish ghetto in which it had no
p.lace.” Instead, he argued, the Jews adapted “a sharp mind, agility, submis-
siveness toward others, and patience, cowardice, and timidity in relation to
fleighbors and rulers.” This Jewish behavior, continued Ben-Zvi, resulted
ina .ten(.:lency to rely on miracles, as Jews lacked either confidence or sclf-
motivation to improve their situation.?*

"_fhe period of Exile thus represents a “hole” between the two national
penp_ds, an acute lack of positive characteristics attributed to it. As a Zionist
Revisionist youth articulated this idea: “I stand stirred by the heroism and
greatness of the Maccabees, Bar Kokhba, and Elazar ben Yair, but all that
h?.ppened thousands of years ago. We lack someone in the middle,”2¢ Exile
displays the Jews’ choice to prove their devotion to the Jewish faith through
a martyr’s death. Kiddush ha-Shem (i.e., death for the sanctification of
God’s name}, the traditional Jewish concept of martyrdom, represents the

Jews' failure to offer armed resistance to their persecutors and actively de-
fend themselves. It was therefore criticized as an expression of passivity or
perceived as an inferior form of “passive heroism” relative to the “active
heroism” of armed resistance. As a result Exile turned into a dark and
bloody period in Jewish history: “Much Jewish blood was pourcd during
the entire period of Exile, all over the world. Not the blood of heroes, but
the blood of ‘sanctifiers.””’” The distinction between sanctifiers (i.e. 1:nar-
tyrs) and heroes is thus significant. Heroes, the writer goes on to ex,plain
can be found only when the nation lives in its own homeland. Therefore:
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those who die in the battle for their country are recogni.ze_d as hzfroes, E
status denied to sanctifiers who die for Kiddush ha-Shem in E?uie. Den}t}
for one’s faith may have been the only form of heroism available to tb }z
displaced exilic Jew, but this - Yg{as.a~mei'e»subsmutafm;tmmme;hongm; :

or one’s : i as articulate one of my infor-
death for one’s country.{T'he same view was ¥y

mants, 2 man who grew up in Palestine during the prestate period:

The Jews who live in Israel resemble much more the Jews of M?{sada,
because they [the Masada people] had a state and had somethmg to

die for. While the Jews of Exile did not have a state and the only thl.llg
they could fight for was their lives. V\fhilel here we have smueth%ng
else. Although according to traditional stories they. [t.he]ews of Exile] /
fought for Kiddush ha-Shem and fought for the religion and for other f.
things, these were substitutes. But the main reason they foulgl.lt for |
substitutes was that they did not have the basic thing, and this is the ;

sfate.

i

When the poet Bialik published his famous poem “be-Ir ha-Hareg.a” (In
the city of slaughter) in reaction to the Kishinev pogrom of 1903, it was
Jargely perceived as a severe condemnation of the passivity of the Jews.

Come, now, and I will bring thee to their lairs
The privies, jakes and pigpens where the heirs
Of Hasmoneans lay, with rrembling knees,r
Concealed and cowering—the sons of the Maccabees!
The seed of saints, the scions of the lions . :
Who crammed by scores in all the sanctuaries of their shame,
So sanctified My name!
Tt was the flight of mice they fled
The scurrying of roaches was their flight;
They died like dogs, and they were dead!?
— s _ﬂ,..—-“"““mm““"—" ---------- ; i
‘( MHﬁ_ﬁétive portrayal of Exile was regarded as a crucial count
f termodel for the construction of a Febrew national identity and was there;?i
fore raised as a central theme in the education of the New Hcl'Jrew y01:1t‘li1., |
“Anything that relates to Exile, or anyth}ng that has somei:hlvng. _oi Piﬂﬁ . 1 r
| spirit in it, or anything that smells of Exile, should/lbe«fut Df thie rez::ct1 o
 _this youth.”]! Exile was thus portrayed as~“pollution” or dlseasg Elt
“ rﬁ;gh“tlfn érmine the development of the New Hebrew Man. Durmglt e
first decades of the century, Hebrew literature became the central medium
for transmitting the “repudiation of Exile.” History textbooks, slower to
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respond to changing social views than literature was, began to emphasize
the themes of pogroms and persecution in Exile from the 1930s on. Exilic
Jews were thus portrayed as objects rather than subjects, victims rather than
actors.*

The “repudiation of Exile” provoked criticism from those concerned
about the youth’s ignorance and dismissive attitude toward centuries of
Jewish life and culture. Such critics warned that this attitude provides a
highly biased view of Exile and undermines the youth’s sense of historical
continuity. “We have developed a contempt toward Exile that brought with
it the neglect of the wonderful cultural and social values that developed in
it,” observed the historian Ben-Tsiyon Dinur in 1934.% Similar criticism of
the highly negative and reductionist image of the Exile period was repeated
by the philosopher Shmu’el Hugo Bergman in the early 1960s.

The Jewish Israeli youth that has never seen Exile lacks the under-
standing of its greatness . . . To this youth, Exile seems a history of
tears and humiliation, and they do not know the happiness and the
light, the festivities and the exaltation that were part of Jewish [ife in
exile. They erroneously believe that all the great classical achieve-
ments of our people have been accomplished in the T.and of Israel, an
error that was transmitted by their teachers

Yet if Zionist collective memory constructed a major gap between Exile
on the one hand and the national periods of Antiquity and the modern
National Revival on the other hand, it stopped short of its total rejection.
As the historian Shmuel Almog notes, such an extreme position would have
undermined the Zionist claim for historical continuity between Antiquity
and the present, between the ancient Hebrews and contemporary Jews.
Thus, even the most severe Zionist critics of Exile did not advocate a total
rupture with it.* Indeed, when the small but vocal movement of the Young
Hebrews (also known as the “Canaanites”) advocated a full rupture be-
tween members of the new Hebrew nation and the Jews of Exile,’s their
views provoked a highly critical response. Their claim that the Hebrews of
the Land of Israel and the Jews of Exile were two separate collective iden-
tities was thus largely rejected.

Having constructed 2 profound tension between Hebrew and Jewish
identities, the secular Zionist collective memory showed a clear preference
for presenting the former as a transformation of the latter. Although it
wished to accentuate its break with Jewish tradition, it relied on this tradi-
tion as its legitimizing framework. As Yosef Gorni points out, the ambiva-
lent attitude toward Exile was further complicated by the strong ideologi-
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izational, and economic ties between the new society in Palestir'le they were ready to fight _f?{__t}_l_cir..nalipg}gL freedom and, if Necessary, to die _ 5/
L d established Jewish community that remained in for it/ This Tomantic picture was clearly constructet] as the counterimage
arld tfie mgerf}nb m?reouth’s critical approach to Exile and its Jews be- oFTiile and as.an-inspiration for the new moders er mit s gt
o Vthl' : c;e“'ﬁy the Holocaust, concerned educators urged intro-  Within Antiquity various biblical heroes ;f;pﬂéulmcd to the Zionist mem- £
s e 'ila e OfJﬂWiSh’ﬁfe in Europe and playing up ex- ory and imagination, among them Samson, Gideon, Saul, and David. But J
ducing a more Poséﬂge : T gdurin Exile, to counterbalance that cultural the secular national Hebrew culture displayed an even stronger fascination | .
ampl[efg OfticoloibEhevit g : with the period of the Second Temple.” Judaea’s wars of liberation againse aj N/,
trejle‘;rish longing for Zion during centuries of life in exile as well ‘rlsjpﬁ- various in?perial fOI‘Ct?S during that pe.riod——cuhnin?ting in the Maccabfl:es’ /
radic Jewish immigration to Palestine during those centuries suP.pol‘ltt‘ tne revolt against the Syrians an‘d the Jewish revolts against ‘the Rom?ns duru_]g /
Zionist claim for the Land of Israel as its national home. The Zi{?mst su[;_l)- the ﬁl-st gnd secon.d cenmrlesfgradual‘ly became the “hottest” events in
ion of positive aspects of exilic life to promote the centralicy O_f the the Zionist collective memory in Palestine. These revolts represented the |
pl‘€551101’11‘ dphond was reinforced by its denial of centuries of Palestinian ultimate commitment to national freedom, which the Zionists were so ea-:
E?: Ii)xlet-h:ltlland, Thjs‘double denial made it easier to rfashape th'e period of ger to revive: they provided exgmples of the ancient Hebrews’ res dirf ess,g
Eﬁlc as a temporary regression between the two Hathﬂfd Pel‘lodﬁi me‘fha“ Wh?n (‘)ppressed, to st:fmd Ub agalnsta more powerful enemy and to sacnﬁce-‘%
horically suspending time and space in order to appropriate both DS their lives for the nation, Such figures as Judah the Maccabee, Yohanan of|
2 bt memorative narrative. Ironically, the recovery of the nation’s Gush Halav, Elazar ben Yair, and Bar Kokhba, who rose as leaders of those!
?loiu%;c:})afancient past implied playing down its roots in Exile as well as ancient revolts, provided. the Zionist settlers and the Hebrew youth with?
e tion of the Palestinians’ roots in the same land. historical models for their own struggle for national renewal, the 1'mpor1F
theIfletr[l—infz:mative years the repudiation of Exile provided a way of coming tance of whic.h they knew bur whos.c outcome they could not predict. '
s with the enormous difficulties inherent in the task Ofteﬂﬂflg aAway, These ancient heroes became vivid images for Hebrew youth: “Here 1
t(-) tﬂm[l: Wlld ociety and building a new nation. The darker the imagery see the supreme heroes who served our people and who have become our}
flonl.tt:dowjt]i Exiﬁ; the greater was the promise that Zionisrp offered and symbols g Tseether in my mind’s eye: Judah the Maccabee standing in\
2l lization for the price it demanded. Yet even during the years front of his army and making [his soldiers] take an oath of allegiance; Bar
th]cl ra?mn:h{:foundation of the state, Tsraeli collective memory dvaell.eé an Giora, Elazar, the hero of Masada, Bar Kokhha ”+ The memory of the \
%9 35y f Jewish life in Exile and constructed a negative image ancient revolts was also important as 2 proof that Judaea fell not out of |
the‘ R asp}fcm cl' -I]: weli collective memory has been transformed and indifference or lack of patriotic zeal, but in spite of intense and desperate ‘1
-Ofits J‘E“"I‘TY- AJtsg-ngtlioanf Exile has weakened, this representation has by fights for its autonomy. The Zionists would therefore continue the spirit of |
its neg'atl“ 3}30“ e dRan i st SR repudiation of Exile still occu- total commitment that the period symbolized. As the poet Ya'akov Cahan 7{
;Il P v s " declared, “In blood and fire Judaea fell; in blood and fire Judaeawilf rise.2t _|

up the national-political aspects of these conflicts and diminish their reli-

]\ In commemorating these wars of liberation, the tendency was to play
i ; ; ’ ) .
| | gious significance. This orientation also marked the teaching of history in

Locating the Nation: Antiquity and the National Rewwi )

s [isby i ¥ the new Hebrew schools # Although the subperiodization of Antiquity into
i ;L;E;o;mwtaﬂﬁzgt:;rlﬂggg COHS‘ETMWEETQWWE}T’.*S a period in Whlc? the. l?irst Tfample.and Sec:ond Temple periods m;:ghtlappear to enhance the
\ e s, nation flourished, enjoying an autonomous POhUCQ_ J religious dimension, their common representation in modern Hebrew as
lhe.a;lcmcl[ Itural life. Antiquity is thus seen as the nation’s golden age, the First or Second “House” eliminates the explicit reference to their sa-
’a :gzx;;fil;d ‘T::l; which t[;e Zionists wished to return to recover their liuslﬁE Cll-ed dimension and renders them closer in Spirit to the English terms, the
| nationaliroots: the national spirit, the Hebrew 1dent1ty,lt.he Hebrew_ an—u,}? First or Sfaco‘nd Comm9nwealth.“5 ‘ P
| guage; their homeland, and the social, economic, and political structures of | The Zionist emphasis on the national-political significance of the past
ifs ilgld,ep*ﬂldent nation. In Zionist memory the ancient Hebrews. formed a | was clearly shaped by Ziom’st‘ settlers’ belief in their historical contribu-
proud nation, rooted in its land; they cultivated its soil and knew its narurE;ﬁr tion to the modern era of nation building. No longer waiting for a divine
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sign or intervention on their behalf, they saw themselves as a group of
ideologically committed individuals who left exile on their own initiative to
return to the Land of Israel. This nonreligious approach was easily trans-
formed into 2 more radically antireligious attitude, suggesting that “self-
redemption” also expressed an act of defiance against God. “To arms, com-
rades! Seize sword and lance, spear and javelin—advance! Heaven’s rage
defy, and in storm reply. Since God denies us, his ark refuses us, we will
ascend alone,” wrote the Hebrew national poet Hayim Nahman Bialik
Although the explicit reference here is to that ancient generation who died
in the desert on the way to the Promised Land, they can also be scen as
representing the Jews of exile rebelling against God to free them from their
imprisonment there,

Hebrew culture from the prestace period suggests that this shift from
the religious to the national was pervasive. This was clearly manifested in
the transformation of biblical or traditional allusions to God into a refer-
ence to the people of Israel.#” Thus, the biblical verse praising God, “the
guardian of Israel, neither slumbers nor sleeps” (Psalms 121:4) was applied
to new Zionist “guards,” the representatives of the ideology of Jewish self-
defense, Changing the traditional memorial prayer (Yizkor) from “let God
remember” to “let the people of Israel remember” i another expression of
this orientation.® These transformations implied that the people’s will
would be the most important force for changing the course of history, an
idea that was clearly articulated in a saying attributed to Herzl: “If you will,
it is not a dream.”* That this saying became an important slogan in the
emergent national Hebrew culture indicates the centrality of the secular
activist ethos that it reinforced.

Zionist collective memory not only defied Exile and its spirit; it also
blamed it for a deliberate suppression of the national memory of the an-
cient struggles for liberation. The high commemorative density of these
revolts was therefore seen as an important act of revolt against Jewish
memory and its constraints, Consider the following quotation from a pref-
ace to the popular historical anthology on historical evidence of Jewish
heroism, Sefer ha-Gevura (The book of heroism), written by Berl Katznel-
son, the prominent Socialist Zionist leader who was particularly active in
the cultural and social spheres:

With the loss of political freedom, Jewish historiography lost its
freedom as well . . . The power of forgetfulness and omission in Jew-
ish history is great . . . That which escaped from external censorship
was caught by internal censorship. Did we get any of the Zealots'
writings? Those expressions of Hebrew heroism that did not resultin
victory were doomed to oblivion . . .

ARl il Bl Y R A ““
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But with the rige of Zioni '
. S, a new light was she on tk
and ;u}g[ected JEVV.ISh heroism, The forgotten people of M;ia(cilixfeated
Z::;; ; 13111 algormgn language; Rabbi Akiba now appears to us‘ifcl)‘:
S the old man who sat jp, the Yeshiv: igi
]eammg} Lo ah eshiva [a religioug academy of
L € prophet of the reyo}s. and Bar Koy;
been transforme back into Bar Kokhba in people’s rm'ngs ffmba &

1]1& Writer a d
ZIOI]lSt aCtIVISt Wh(’ Iate] 1() Ulde the Z onist I{e jl=tsl L
1 d h 1
1S S,
I]lOVBlllent, Ze ev ﬂﬂi’ Ia OU]ISI{V, Hlaae SHIHIar ()bsm HX

ervations re.j

garﬂi?‘i‘g“thej transformation of Jewish m
Jabotlpsky accused “the sophistjc mind p
by dehberately wiping out the memory of the Hagmy
tommemoration of the historical reyo) o
of the flask of oj] for the performance of rel
-fln'dt'?'éﬂ‘,'"lfﬁﬁff 'E“ji‘rTnvid'EFchd-lenr'wﬁ'ni'
( t1l~a'd1ti onal Jewish Memory in the secular ng
FSIg importance of jgs place in the curyj
tpara‘dl 1 of a nationa] 170]e “freedc

‘ S Part of Zionism’s deg; i [
! red n
Thus, the terms kang’im (Zealots), s A

had been coined as derg

as pgsftivc references, 53 The discussion of Masad
volt in seculay national Hebrey culture ip ¢ .
closer eXamination of the drastic transfor
along these lines,
expiiiigiazi{fnmg of a d.otm'ant “national SO astthiistseerasran
umph over Exile apn 4 means of obliterating jt influence,

The Zioni i ivi
nist choice of ap activist approach to the future was thys intimate|
. ; Y

linked to . ivist vi
10 Anactivist view of the ancient past. The selective Teconstruction

young peneration of

knOWkdged Tl ! of the’ ancient herges, This association ae-
Xistence of “fathers” (namely, the Jews of Exile) to allow

for continuity within the Jewish Past, but it enhy
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Jews. A eulogy for Trumpeldor, the dead hero of Tel Hai, thus stated: “He
tell dead, the hero of Israel! Like a figure of ancient magic this man was, zhe
great-grandson. of the ancient heroes of Israel, one of those who joined Bar
Kolhba’s host, one of those who followed the hero of Gush Halav.”5* At
times the need to emphasize symbolic continuity resulted in the projec-
tion of modern-day issues on Antiquity. This was the case in Ya’akov
Zerubavel's statement that applied contemporary socialist concerns to the
ancient Hebrews: “The Biryonim and the soldiers of Bar Kokhba were the
last fighters for political freedom and free labor in the Land of Israel. Their
grandchildren, the Hebrew workers, are the first fighters for free Jewish
life, life of labor and creation in the Land of Tsrael.”5s

The use of the adjective ivri (Hebrew) to reinforce the tie with the an-

cient past and to dissociate from the concept yehuds (Jewish) had appeared
prior to the emergence of Zionism as a political ideology.*® But for the
Zionists it was particularly appealing as a way of marking the symbolic dis-
continuity between the period of Exile and the modern National Revival.,
Zionism wished to present the “Jew” with an opportunity to transform into
a “Hebrew” or, as Berdiczewski puts it, to be “the last Jews or the first
members of a new nation.”s’

"The pervasive use of the term “Hebrew” during the prestate period thus
implied both symbolic continuity with the ancient national past and depar-
ture from Exile, The mere addition of this adjective was indicative of the
national significance attributed to its referent. Thus, the Hebrew culture

| celebrated the emergence of “Hebrew youth,” “Hebrew work,” “Hebrew
E guards,” “Hebrew labor union,” “Hebrew literature,” “Hebrew schools,”
“Hebrew language,” and other such manifestations of its growing distance
from traditional Jewish culwure.

While che term “Hebrew" was also popular in Zionist circles outside of
Palestine, the secular national Hebrew culture greatly enhanced the con-
trast between the “Hebrew” and the “Jew,” along with its repudiation of
Exile.”® The highly negative image of the Jew of Exile was counterbalanced
by the no less extreme positive image of the new native Hebrew, later
known by the nickname T5abar (Sabra).

The Sabra became a mythological—and necessarily also arche-
typal—figure that forms a solid mold by which the Israeli-born
would be shaped. The superior Sabra is characterized not only by
what he possesses, but also by that which he does not have: he has no
fear, weakness, or timidity; he has none of the exilic spirit [ galutiyut].
He is the product of the Land of Israel, the outcome of generations’

hopes, and he stands in contrast to the Jew of Exile, He is Hebrew
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le]d nh(?tjew, and he is to put an end to the humiliation of his fathers,

1ything that tcl;e Jew has lacked he has: strength, health, labor, re-
turn to nature, deep-rootedness, and a |j

! ittle of the peasant’s mes

and heaviness,” ; iy

The l\IEV"J Hebrew was thus expected to be closer to his ancient forefatheis
than to his exilic parents. Accordingly, the uprooted Jew turns inrora native
who is deeply rooted in the homeland, settles in it, works its soil, and i
ful'I?' prepared to defend it Unlike the passive, sul’)missive i!l*;a e’ of thf
cxﬂltc Jew, the New Hebrew is seen as active, self-reliant, and prgud Th;
desire to compensate for what was seen as the excessive spiritua[itj.r and
verbosity of the exilic Jew resulted i the admiration of activism and phys;
cal strength.% The New Hebrew was thus portrayed as a man of actioi }[i);
a man of words. His emergence would help recover the national ride‘énd
dignity that was lost during Exile ¢! v

W’ithi{} this context, it should not come as a surprise that the new [He-
brew society in Palestine, which referred to jtself as the Yishuv (Scttlé-
ment), cultivated a special admiration for its youth, the new re resentati
of the Hebrew. For the Zionist settlers the young generationpof Het‘ar:;és
was the key to the future, the concrete evidence of the success of their “;f
sion and efforts to rebuild the nation, Youth worship, as the historian

tion by symbols that revolve around young people or project youthfulness

In its ;c.)m:ayal of the New Hebrews as a radically transformed breed of

Jews, Zionism reached closest to a revolutionary stance. However even
2 E]

- though the imagery of the New Hebrew often implied a dramatic contrast

L] tala PN o
to its “Jewish” predecessor, Zionism rejected a total rupture between the
two, as thf response to the Canaanites showed. Zionism thus sought to
;I"ljglfucc a “fundamental” rather than a “radical” transformation, using
tierent periods of the past as both .
ferent. S a countermodel and a sour
legitimation, ot
j\&]ore than realistic portrayals, the Zionist constructions of the exilic Jew
2]11 é e New.Hebrew suggest ideal types that provide another link between
1€ Ztonist view of the past and its vision of the fature. Similarly, the con-

native Hebrew culture, The blend of new and old, Jewish and foreign, is

i ‘ . . - d
particularly evident in such domaing as dress, food, dance, and songs
]
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which were the product of an attempt to construct indigenous cultural
expressions.©

In spite of its constructed character as an ideal type, the “Hebrew” im-
age was internalized by the Yishuy society and new Jewish immigrants were
met with the social expectation that they would transform accordingly. The
emergence of a literary archetype of the native youth in the literature of
the late 1940s and the 1950s indicates the internalization of this image by
Hebrew youth themselves. Ironically, one of the symbolic expressions of
the parents’ success in transmitting the ideal of a New Man is youth’s self-
portrayal in the literatare as metaphorically “parentless.” As the literary
eritic Gershon Shaked remarks, when Moshe Shamir chose to begin his
1951 novel, Bemo Yadav (By his own hands) with the statement that its
young hero, Alik, was born of the sea, he was in fact articulating the social
and literary expectations of that perjod.* Along with the admiration of the
new Hebrew youth and culture, enormous pressures were exerted on new
immigrants to relinquish their own languages and traditions and accept the
values and norms of the Hebrew culture. Indeed, only during the last two
decades has Tsraeli society begun to face the political and cultural manifes-
tations of the deep psychological scars that these pressures produced.®

The Zionist vision of national revival centers around the image of the
New Hebrew, but land and language were essential aspects of this revival.
Here too, the construction of the past provided the guidelines to the future:
national life degenerated in Exile as a result of the rupture from the ances-
tral land, Zion, and the use of a new hybrid language, Yiddish. The vision
of the modern National Revival thus centered upon three main elements:
the Hebrew man, the Land of Israel, and the Hebrew langunage.

National redemption was thus intimately linked to the idea of redeem-
ing the land. The Zionist settlers believed that in the process of settling in
and working the land they would find their own personal and collective
redemption. As a most popular Hebrew song of the prestate period notes,
“{¥e have come to the homeland to build [it] and be rebuilt [in it} The
attachment to the land was fur¢her reinforced by the educational emphasis
on the study of agriculture, nature, as well as local geography and history
(known as a class on moledet [homeland}). Yediat ba-arctz (knowing the
Land) did not simply mean the recital of facts in the classroom, but rather
an intimate knowledge of the land that can only be achieved through a
direct contact with it. As we shall see later, trekking on foot throughout the
land was particu]ariy considered as a major educational experience, essen-
tial for the development of the New Hebrews. During the prestate period,
Hebrew schools and the highly popular youth movements assigned great

significance to such E‘jﬂgf_'__,f’/ e
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mitment, devotion, and readiness for sacrifice. 'Tel Fai emerped as a co
tral @yt!]- of the settlement period because it was believed u} !:]un::n:tllt lL]' g
the significance of these values. Death for the country was itself a m(l)dt;]rL |
reenactment of the ancient spirit of heroism, indicating the beginning of Tl
new national era.®” The importance of working the land qug "u'ticbl-) la
-enhanced by the Socialist Zionists and received its most expl}citfJ r;x ru h
in the teachings of A. D. Gordon. Gordon’s writing, which focuseg ;:‘151?11
link between the physical and spiritual dimensions o’f work, highlighted it
sacred nature _El{lé gave rise to the concept dat ha-aunda Eth.(_g :.elgi ion l il
-l,illo._.r.)ii] 1 the samé—\'/“e'iﬁf'tﬁ?:“iﬁ"dé"t“ﬁifﬁlﬁfﬁugﬁlw&;;% ‘ponr-tra cddg{é_)i
Ile.el‘SY wotk of building settlements and toiling on the land asysqcred ; l:s-
using terms borrowed from the Jewish ritual domain: : oy

My land is wrapped in light as in a prayer shawl.
I'he houses stand forth like frontlets;

and the roads paved by hand, stream down like
phylactery straps.

Here the lovely city says the morning prayer to its Creator.
And among the creators is your son Abraham,
a road-building bard of Tsrael.”

Settﬂling was a central pioneering activity that implied rerooting in the
land. Founding a new settlement was defined as the ultimate rea%izqti
(bagsba.m.z) of the pioneering ideology which Zionist youth moven;ex?[rs:
tranm-mtted to its members. Perhaps the most obvious expression of th
prominence of this activity was the emergence of the concepr of Yish -
Sct.tlement, as the collective reference to the new Hebrew society in Pli;’:
estine. Rebuilding the nation thus became a sacred act, a work of creati i
in Shlonsky’s bold terms, the Zianist Setww?’
The Febtew language likewise emerged T v
: . ang ' ged as a central component of Na-
tional Revwal. Zionist collective memory cast Hebrew as the language of
th(le ancient [sraclites who lived in the Land of Israel, which fell out%:; 'f:tivc
daily use during Exile. Hebrew, accordingly, remained the Jewish s;acred
tongue of prayers and religious studies while other languages tool; its place

base in Zion, so they lost Hebrew as their unified national language. Na-

1<.)n.ql Rcv-nfal thus required a return to Hebrew as a means of reconnectin
ith the hidden national spirit, _,,,_.M"““'-“""“'"'"'“W_‘_M““"‘“\g
. For the Fusopean-Zionists, the most notable example of the exilic sub-

titute for Hebrew was Yiddish, the Jewish language spoken predominantly

UG

il eastern Europe. Compared to Hebrew, Yiddish was scorned as a lan-

as the languages of everyday life. As the Jews lost their unified territorial {
T erocea Hebrew sectlement and work its land required a total com- \ i
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guage devoid of spiritual depth and artistic qualities. As Ahad Ha-Am, the
proponent of cultural Zionism, emphasized, -aﬁlj}' the Hebrew language
could function as the tongue through which Jews could connect again with
their national past and would be able to achieve a full literary and spiritual
renaissance.”

Like other Zionist reconstructions of the Jewish past, this extremely di-
chotomized view ignored developments that did not fit its model. After all,
Aramaic competed with Flebrew as the language spoken by Jews during the
later part of Antiquity. Conversely, Hebrew did not remain constrained to
the sacred domain during centuries of Exile but was also a language of po-
etry and writing, and served as the lingua franca for Jews who came from
different countries.”* Thus, the concept of the “revival of the Hebrew lan-
guage” is not accurate, nor is the celebration of the “rebirth” of modern
Hebrew in conjunction with Eliezer Ben-Yehuda’s immigration to Pales-
¢ine in 1881, That this event became a temporal marker of rebirth is an
example of how collective memory reconstructs the past by selecting a sym-
holic “event” to represent a gradual process of transition. In spite of Ben-
Yehuda’s remarkable contribution to the development of modern Hebrew,
efforts to expand the use of Hebrew as a spoken tongue actually predated
his immigration to Palestine. Indeed, the decisive turn in the status of He-
brew in Palestine came later, during the second decade of this century.”

Like other aspects of the Zionist collective memory, the association of
Hebrew with Antiquity and the negative attitude toward other Jewish lan-
guages associated with Exile predated the rise of Zionism. Yet Zionism pre-
sented a new insistence upon a full-scale “revival” of the ancient tongue
with a more pronounced nationalist bent, and adjusted the perception of
the past accordingly. The anecdote told by the archeologist Yigael Yadin of
Ben-Gurion’s reproach when he saw letters from the Bar Kokhba period
that were written in Aramaic is quite revealing: “‘Why did they write in
Aramaic and not in Hebrew?’ was [Ben-Gurion’s] immediate angry reac-
tion, as if the scribes had been members of his staff.””*

The attitude toward the exilic languages and the commitment to tarn
Hebrew into an everyday language was not uniform, however, even among
the Zionists. The emergence of Hebrew as the Yishuv’s national language
was a complex process that entailed a struggle on both ideological and prac-

r..,tiaal_.gg;qunds.\ﬂﬁ“l“‘)“l’?’“]’jiﬁygﬁiges War” marked the success of the |
pro-Heb%Eﬁx;fwfeachers and students, supported by the Socialist Zionist(
settlers of the Second Aliya, in abolishing the use of European languages {
i in Jewish schools and establishing Hebrew as the mggaﬂin,l-a-ngqaage‘ef-instuch
| tion.’ For most Jewish immiigrants, TIebrew was not a native tongue but a
Lﬁewly"%cquired spoken language. While its vocabulary was rich in some
areas, it was severely limited in others. The use of the language thus re-
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quired an ongoing effort to find

(or construct) appropriate words, idi
Rl L ) appropriate words, idioms,

Y.ishe “the emiar.gence of Hebrew as the primary and official language of the
uy was 1 timately seen as a critical link to the ancient pasias-
stritted in Zionist collective memory. For this reaso-T“P"Hi e
iy ZIQUSE C - b n too, the eastern
WL ;;pe?}r]) sc;tl;.ls gls?eld to adapt the Sephardi Hebrew pronunciation
1, they believed, follows the anci
ent Hebrew accent. Th
LEL - . Thus, although
ilaieet;ma.n Hebrew actually formed a new system of pronunciation dm§v~
ng selectively on both the Sephardi and the Ashkenazi Hebrew z it was
\ : 3

zc.zen :ﬁ ag adaptation of the Sephardi accent and therefore as closer to an

i i i 1
thzn(:a te re];v. That thlsl was a new synthesis meant, however, that for both
s t.s ern I_;u l())pezm Zionist settlers and the Middle Eastern Jews the new

estinian Hebrew provided a further rituali i
' er ritualized ex f

= e . pression of change.
P_}Fs Era‘nsfm tnation thus symbolized the cultural transition from exiiicgto

alestinian Hebrew, from a primarily sacred and literary language to a

secular language of everyday i
S RirEe yday use and the official language of the revived

Historical Continuity/Symbolic Discontinuities

'1_"he Zionist collective memory produces a master comiemorativ

tive that outlines three periods—Antiquity, Exile, and the m ge NG
tfonal Revival. Within this semiotic framework as’it develo edo‘ erlrll g
tional Hebrew culture in Palestine, the meanin,g of each e?iodu'] t] i mll_
df:termmed by its relations to the other periods. The foiljlowi = argli‘y
display (figure 1) represents the Zionist vision of symbolic co t'ng'gmp J
ruptures within Jewish history. SRR

Antiquity Exile National Revival
Past Future
Land of Isracl many countries Land of Israel
Hebrews Jews New Hebrews
Hebrew language many languages modern Hebrew
Figuye 1
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NATIONAL PERIODS NATIONAL DISINTEGRATION
Antiquity e
Land of Tsrael \2\& !
Hebrews
Hebrew language ik o - IR
______________ ) Ny
Exile
| many countries
Jews
many languages
,,,,,, /AT
Mational Revival #
Land of Tsrael ,/
New Hebrews
modern Hebrew

Future

Figure 2

: : g e
This semiotic system presents a basic conception of hnea.r gmigs::l
] S | ”
through historical time. But its segmentatmnh into three p;ntn;l ',: 1i!nﬁaritg;y
i ; ranscends ;
i istorical recurrence that transc
ests some notion of his : R
'gl“his does not imply a fully circular movement thrlough tme, but ;zertam
spiral thrust forward to the future with a symbolic mcorp;ratxon 0
features of the ancient past, as is demonstrfted.b}cfi ﬁ(g;;n :iq-uit}r 0 B
i : i ; the national periods (An .
Figure 2 thus displays how : : e
tionaEi:uReviva]} became separated by 2 pe1:10d of natlogil d;j;?-ltk% e
From a nationalist perspective, then, Txile is Feprésenﬁf )XI‘ 2y gapp ho‘,ﬁ_
istori » which denies continuity of nationat itte. , hov
“historical detour” which e
ever. is not constructed by history, but rather by memory, imposing
?
i i ificati he past.
ideological classification of t : iy —
To %:ompensate for this disruption, the Zionist comnllex]noratr:i e Ln;u ;5
k ic bri iqui the moder -
i bridge between Antiquity anc :
tive constructs a symbolic . . L N
i izing their affinity and distancing both fro .‘ .
riod, emphasizing their a P
-ene ith land and nature as well as .
Hebrews’ renewed bond wi nd o we bioe
Hebrew language help construct this bridge. This is clearly expres
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the Hebrew literature written for children, Nature is often described os
supporting the Zionist efforts (o bridge over Lixile, thereby constructing
the symbolic continuity that history denies. Thus, for example, the writer
Ya’akov Hurgin informs his young readers that the ancient rebels’ story had
never left Zion to Exile and was, therefore, transmitted to him by the waves
of the Sea of the Galilee.”” The waves thus provide the symbolic bridge that
makes it possible to “weave” the ancient past into the modern National
Revival, skipping over the discredited exilic past. The result is an appear-
ance of seamless continuity between Antiquity and the modern National
Revival.

"The alignment of the national periods on the one hand and Exile on the
other plays up the positive images of the first and third periods against the
highly negative image of the middle period. Even though Zionist memory
acknowledges Ixile as a very long period (often marked by the formulaic
reference to “two thousand years”), it defines it by its lack, as if it were
“empty” in substance. As a result, Hebrew education expanded greatly on
Antiquity, with a special emphasis on the two centuries of national revolts
against the Romans, and devoted relatively little time to the history of Ex-
ile.** Among his protests against Jewish history, Yudke, Hayim Hazaz’s fic-
tional hero, complains that Jewish history is boring because it consists of
an endless recurrence of persecution and martyrdom.® Commemorative
time created by the Zionist master commermorative narrative thus differs
from historical time considerably, reflecting the different significance it at-
tributes to each of the periods,

Historical Turning Points: Liminality and Transitions

"The Zionist reconstruction of symholic continuities and discontinuities in
Jewish history was clearly designed to support the ideology of national re-
vival. The dramatic contrast between the repudiation of Exile and the gla-
rification of Antiquity accentuated the appeal of the future national era and
highlighted the notion of a new beginning. The resettlement of Palestine
represented a national rebirth. The Zionist settlers regarded themselves as
engaging in the work of Creation, secularizing religious metaphors and
drawing upon biblical images to highlight their own contribution to the
formation of a new national era.®

While the early pioneering period symbolized the process of national
rebirth, it was the 1920 battle of Tel Hai that provided the commemorative
marker of a new beginning. Tel Hai was a sign that the expected historical
transition was taking place. But a new beginning presupposes the end of
the preceding period: The commemorative sequence strives to portray the
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cransition as consisting of an end, a great divide, and a new beginning. The
reality, however, is more complex and does not offer a clear-cut sequence.
TJews lived in Palestine prior to the “fest” Zionist immigration, and Jews
continued to live in exile even after the beginning of the Zionist immigra-
tion and appeared to flourish more than their brethren in Palestine. To
legitimize the delineation of a new beginning and reinforce their periodi-
sation, the Zionist settlers referred to the pre-Zionist Jewish population in
Palestine as the “old Yishuv” (the “old settlement”) and regarded it as a
symbolic extension of Exile, thereby highlighting its distinction from the
new Zionist Yishuv.”

The prestate period nonetheless continued to represent 4 highly am-
biguous situation with regard to the end of Exile. Indeed, it was only with
the Holocaust that the Zionist commemorative narrative was able to draw
2 clear boundary indicating the end of Exile. The fate of European Jewry
sealed that period of misery and persecution and affirmed that the future
belonged to the Zionist national revival in Palestine. It is not surprising,
therefore, that the national Hebrew educational discourse emphasized this
view of the Holocaust, implying 2 critique of the Flolocaust victims for
failing to understand that historical lesson in time and to join the Zionist
effort®

Thus, the master commermorative narrative allows for a liminal period
in the transition between eras, beginning with the early pioneering period,
culminating in the battle of Tel Hai. During this intermediate period of
betwixt and between, historical forces shaped the emergent nation, but this
process was still imbued with ambiguity 2s life in exile continued. The Ho-
locaust, followed by the foundation of the State of Israel, provided a defini-
tive boundary between the ending of Exile and National Revival. The rep-
resentation of this symbolic order in the Israeli annual cycle of memorial
days further affirms this commemorative sequence.’’ Within this semiotic
system, then, the foundation of the state provides a symbolic compensation
for the trauma of the Holocaust. This view, which the commemorative or-
der suggests, is sometimes articalated explicitly in Tlebrew texthooks that
present the foundation of the state as a “happy end” for the Holocaust.*

Moreover, Since Jewish life outside the State of Israel has continued to
challenge this construct, a new term emerged following the foundation of
the State of Istael to refer to Jewish communities abroad as “Dispersion”
(tefutsot). This concept conveys that the State of Israel is the center of world
Jewry and the Jews who live outside of Tsrael are defined in relation to it,
namely, dispersed in its periphery. Furthermore, this new term reinforces
a cognitive distinction between Exile as a past that preceded the foundation
of the state and Jewish life in exile following 194857

Much like the liminal period marking the transition between Exile and
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Masada  Bar Kokhba TelHai FHolocaust
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period, while itignored Masada and was more ambiguous in its commemo-
ration of the Bar Kolhba revolt, The reconstruction of these events as
markers of major transitions in the nation’s history was nonetheless essen-
tial for enhancing the ideological premises of the Zionist ideology.

"The notion of a “national birth” is often linked to the themes of a na-
tional struggle and the sacrifice of life for its cause. The birth of the new
Hebrew nation was no exception. It is not surprising, therefore, that the
Zionist settlers focused on these themes with regard to their present reality
and elaborated them in commemorating the ancient revolts. Here, the na-
tional struggles helped weave the end of Antiquity into the beginning of
the modern National Revival to construct a symbolic continuity between
the two periods and underscored their greac divide in relation to Exile. This
idea was so deeply ingrained in the secular national ideology that the first
Hebrew organizations for self-defense in Palestine, Bar Giora and Ha-
Shomer, chose the verse from Cahan’s poem articulating this idea as their
own motto: “In blood and fire Judaea fell; in blood and fire Judaea will
rise.”’®®

The Zionist collective memory emerged out of a deep concern for Jew-
ish survival, both physical and spiritual, in exile. The issues of death and
rebirth, sacrifice and survival, rupture and continuity were thus central to
the Zionist views of the past and its vision of the future. The three turning
points which this study explores likewise focus on national struggles and
articulate the new Zionist outlook on those fundamental issues. That they
became major heroic national myths of the emergent Hebrew nation in
Palestine attests to the power of collective memory to artfully rework his-
torical information in the construction of its commemorative narratives.

The basic premises of the Zionist collective memory described here
relate mostly to the prestate period that shaped the foundations of the na-
tional Hebrew culture. Although the seeds of these ideas were formed in
Europe, the emphasis of this book is on the development of the Zionist
collective memory within the framework of the Yishuv and, after the foun-
dation of the state, within Tsraeli culture. As the society has undergone con-
siderable changes, its collective memory has also been transformed. And
yet, even after the establishment of the state, Israeli society has confronted
death and survival as part of its experience and these issues have remained
central to its collective memory and political discourse. Israelis thus con-
tinuously engage in examining the relation between the past and the pres-
ent and reconstructing symbolic continuities and discontinuities between
them as they explore and reshape their identities as both Israelis and Jews.

|8 44
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THE BATTLE OF TEL HAR
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n March 1920 news of eight Zionist settlers who died in the defense of a R

mall settlement by the name of Tel Hai in Upper Galilee shook the Jewish
society of Palestine. Although there had been other fatal incidents between
Arabs and Jews in the preceding decade,! this confrontation was the first to
be regarded as a full-fledged battle in which Zionist pioneers stood up to
defend a new settlement. Tel Hai thus provided tangible and concrete evi-
dence for the Zionists’ readiness to.sacrifice their.livesfor-the-national re--—-—
wvival in their ancient homeland. Y‘/ith the death of eight settlers, Tel Hai
seemed to have turned Cahan’s prophetic verse, “In blood and fire Judaea
fell; in blood and fire Judaea will rise,” into reality.

Tel Hai was one of four Jewish settlements on the northern frontier of
Upper Galilee, far from the center of Jewish population in Palestine. As a
result of the prolonged negotiations between the French and British gov-
ernments over their spheres of influence in the Middle East, the political
fate of that region remained ambiguous following World War 1. Only in
MNovember 1919, when the British withdrew their forces from the north
into Lower Galilee, did control over that territory pass to French hands.
The Zionist pioneers who had settled in Upper Galilee found themselves
separated from the rest of the Yishuv, which was under the British mandate.
The French, actempting to suppress a revolt against them in northern Sy-
ria, did not have enough forces to establish their control in southern Leba-
non and Upper Galilee, where they were challenged by the local Muslim
population. As the militancy of those rebels grew, the situation of the Jew-
ish settlers became more precarious.

Although the hostilities were initially directed against the French forces
and the local Christian population who supported them, the Jewish settlers,
who had declared their neutrality in this conflict, were often robbed and
harassed by “armed gangs” that controlled the region.? Shortages of food,
supplies, and weapons and the difficulty of communicating with the rest of
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the Yishuv increased the settlers’ vulnerability in the rapidly escalating ten- regarded his stay in Tel Hai as te

sions, Many Jewish settlers therefore decided to leave the northern frontier e DOrELY
for the British-controlled south, and one of the four Jewish settlements,
Hamra, was deserted. At the end of February 1920 the number of Jewish
settlers in the remaining scttlements (Tel Hai, Kfar Giladi, and Metula)
declined to less than one hundred defenders, who felt committed to stay
there despite the dangers facing them.?

On March 1, 1920, the eleventh of Adar in the Hebrew calendar, a large
group of armed Arabs (estimates of their number vary from 150 to several
hundreds) assembled near Tel Hai. Their representatives insisted on enter-
ing the yard and the building, which were enclosed by a wall, to see if the
Jewish settlers had let in French soldiers. Although the Jewish settlers gave
them permission to enter, lack of communication and misunderstandings
led to the opening of fire inside the yard, and shooting continued for sev-

gal : and w. g0 1 i
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A New Commemorative Tradition

Several days passed until the news of the att

1% o4

eral hours, until the Arabs left. Five settlers died in that battle, and the
group’s commander, Yosef Trumpeldor, who was critically wounded, died
a few hours later. Those who survived the attack decided to leave Tel Hai
for nearby Kfar Giladi in the evening, carrying with them the dead and the
wounded. Before they left Tel Hai, they burned down what they left be-
hind. Two days later, upon hearing that large Arab forces were approaching
Kfar Giladi, the rest of the Jewish settlers withdrew from the French-
controlled region to the south, to the territory under the British mandate.?
Eight settlers died in the defense of Tel ITai: two were killed shortly
before March 1 and six on that day. For the small Jewish society in Palestine

n\ (approximately 57,000 people)® this was a shocking figure. The death of
Yosef Trumpeldor, a well-known military hero and Zionist activist, con-
saributed to the traumatic impact of this event. Unlike most Zionist settlers,

r::"‘éﬁs- > Trumpeldor had extensive military experience and had established his

¢ reputation as a hero prior to the battle of Tel Hai. During the Russian-
" Japanese war of 19045, he lost his left arm in combat and was later deco-
rated for bravery. His unusual career as a Jewish officer and a hero of the
czarist army thus brought hiin fame before his immigration to Palestine in
1911, During World War I Trumpeldor and Ze’ev Jabotinsky collaborated
in the effort to form a special Jewish unit within the British army. When
the British finally approved the establishment of a Zion Mule Corps,
Trumpeldor served as its second in command under a British commander.
After World War I Trumpeldor diverted his energies to organizing Jew-

ish emigration from Russia to Palestine and became the president of the
Zionist organization the Halutz in Russia. In fact, Trumpeldor joined the
Tel Hai scttlers only at the end of 1919, in response to a request to help
them organize their defense in view of the growing instability there. He
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ty to the commemoration of Tel Hai and presented it as its legacy for

future generations,
The Yishuv soon be
Hai. Within a short ¢

i]:laz i:ln;i:icilmia{. The day was called Yom Te] Hai (Tel Hai Day), and
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a1 Lhese activities and the public speeches delivered on rhatrc(]):;
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received wide coverage by the press. Public schools devoted special classes
to the defense of Tel Haj and to Yosef Trumpeldor’s heroic figure and held
memorial ceremonies to honor the dead. Similarly, youth movements held
educational programs and special activities for that day. The establishment
of Tel Hai Day thus made room for an annual ritual that provided the oc-
casion to shape and reinforce the memaory of this event.

A few days following the Tel Hai battle, the writer Moshe Smilansky
shared with the readers of the Hebrew daily Ha-Areiz his earlier concern
about the lack of holy places for the education of Hebrew youth and an-
nounced with excitement: “And now a holy place has been created. Every
year, on the eleventh of Adar, teachers and students from all over the free
country will flock to the Upper Galilee, to Tel Hai and Kfar Giladi.”?
Within a few years, Smilansky's vision indeed materialized.

The first stage of this development occurred in 1924, when the bones of
the six heroes who had died on March 1, 1920, were transferred from Kfar
Giladi to the cemetery located between it and Tel Hai. The other two Tel
ITai casualties as well as members of the small but prestigious Ha-Shomer
defense organization were also buried in this cemetery.'® A few years later
the sculptor Avraham Melnikov constructed a large statue of a lion on the

tomb of the Tel Hai heroes, inspired by ancient Babylonian statues. This
monument, known as the Roaring Lion, was “the first modern monument
in the country.” " With this development a new sacred site emerged, and a
new tradition of pilgrimage to it soon followed. The establishment of a
separate date and a unique site for the commemoration of Tel Ilai singled
it out as a key turning point in the Yishuv’s history. While the yearly com-
memoration provided a strong stimulus for the production of memoirs,
poems, songs, stories, and plays written about Tel Hai, the new pilgrimage
tradition added a central national ritual.

The rising importance of "Tel Hai during those early years is also evident
from the attempts of various groups of quite diverse political orientations
to use the names Tel ITai and Trumpeldor as part of their symbolic identity.
An experimental cooperative group of Flalutz members who immigrated to
Palestine-called themselves Gedud ha-Avoda al shem Yosef Trumpeldor
(the Yosef Trumpeldor Work Legion), and a few years later they named
their new communal settlement Tel Yosef after the dead hero.'z Trumpel-
dor’s name was also adopted by a Zionist group named the Yosef Trumpel-
dor Guard Association and by a commune of the Halutz members in Po-
land, Kibbutz Tel Hai.!” At the same time a group of students influenced
by Ze’ev Jabotinsky formed a new, right-wing youth movement, Betar,
whose name refers to the last stronghold of Bar Kokhba’s revolt against the
Remans in A.p. 135, but also is an acronym for Brit Yosef Trumpeldor (the
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For the Yishuy, then, Trumpeldor beecame the nym'lml of the New Le

brew, the antithesis of the exilic Jew. His centrality to the commemoration
of origins was not as an individual but as a collective representation, the
model of the new type of man that the Zionist National Revival would
produce. Tel Hai and its defenders were thus hailed as “the first sign of the
futare” ¥ and as generating “a new voice and new words.”* Trumpeldor
and his comrades were congratulated for being “the first to know for what

vou lived and for what you died,”? and “the standard-bearers of our great

ideal, those who went i front of us and showed us the way to Zion.”?
1 to the commemoration of

That the youth assimilated these ideas as centra
Tel Fai is evident in the following piece written by a high school student

in 1937:

¢! Another date in the history of Hebrew hero-
ism; yet perhaps this is a first date since it was then that Hebrew hero-
ism reappeared after two thousand years . . . What s the essence of
this date and its importance for us? If we examine Jewish self-defense
during generations in Exile, it appears that we do not have a glorious
past: a few incidents of self-defense by Russian Jews during pogroms,
that's all, And until those incidents, Jews had extended their necks in
front of the aggressots to be slaughtered. But on that day, the elev-

enth of Adar, a new chapter was Opene

The Eleventh of Ada

d in Jewish history.”

The educational message of Tel Hai was thus formulated on the premise
that it provides a new paradigm of action for the new nation: “From this
we can learn about the courage, the readiness, and the self-sacrifice of those

people who wished to hold on to these isolated settlements. They knew

well that the enemy outnumbered them ten times and that they had no

hope of receiving real aid from the rear,
in resources. Nonetheless, they would not give up.”*

Tel Hai assumed mythical dimensions asa symbaolic event
the new commitment to build Hebrew settlements in Palestine and to
fend them at all cost. Butitalso signal
struggle for national indepern
thus stresses the theme of 4 few against many that
a5 well as the later state’s experience in
cational narrative in Mikra’ot Yisrael, th

books for the general pub
“one day a mob of armed Arabs
brave comrades resisted them heroically,
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dence. The Tel Llai conumemorative narrative
encapsulates the Yishuv's

the Tsraeli-Arab conflict.”® The edu-
he most widely used series of text-
lic schools until the late 1970s, describes how
attacked Tel Hai. Trumpeldor and his
a few against many attackers.”
e by describing how Trumpeldor fought
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famous last words on the base of the Roaring Lion monument articulate
the ideological framework of this memorial site.

With the later addition of a youth hostel to accommodate young pil-
grims and other visitors, the establishment of a Ha-Shomer museum, and
the transformation of.the building and the yard of Tel Hai into a historical
museum, the area surrounding Tel Hai has been expanded to offer a
broader cultural reproduction of Israel’s “beginning.” The museum now
displays old photographs of Tel Hai as well as historical artifacts and imple-
ments relating to the pioneering period. Tel Hai thus became a national
site representing the period of balutsiyut (pioneering), to which Israeli his-
toriographic discourse also refers as tekufat ha-meyasdin: (the period of the
founders) or ha-vishonim (the first ones). The result is a large commemo-
rative site that celebrates the nation’s origins, an important institution for
any modern nation.**

It is interesting to note that, unlike other important Israeli museums,
the Tel Hai national site is not designed as an attraction for foreign tourists,
including Jews from abroad. As a culturally reproduced beginning, it is pri-
marily geared to Israelis themselves. The site is frequented by classes of
schoolchildren, youth movement groups, army units, and families who visit
its various components to explore and reexperience the essence of that pe-
riod.3* As such, a visit to Tel Hai is considered an educational lesson in the
early history of Israeli society, an experience that has recently become in-
creasingly popular in Tsrael.** The educational dimension has also been en-
hanced by the opening of Tel Flai Regional college at the site. Sl

Within the Ristoric cemerery-the-Roaring Lion stands-apartdnd above

other graves, representing Tel Hai as the focal point of beginning. The |

monument provides a visual representation of the Hebrew nation’s primal |
experience of blood in its symbolic rebirth, its scream forever fixed in the |
lion’s roar. But the lion also represents a universal symbol of power and
domination that sets high hopes for the future, and as the emblem of an-
cient Judaea it is also associated with that glorified national past. The lion, |
like Trumpeldor himself, provides the missing link between Antiquity and |
the modern National Revival, compensating for the rupture of Exile, In- :
deed, the allusions to Trumpeldor as a modern reincarnation of the ancient |
heroes appeared in the first eulogies and obituaries: “Trumpeldor seemed |
like a soldier in Bar Kolhba’s army who joined us from previous genera- "‘1
tions. Like this ancient soldier, he was whole, with no fear, full of bubbling |
energy, and quiet. Even his amputated arm reminded one of the legend |
about the Bar Kokhba heroes who proved their strong will and readiness to |
sacrifice themselves by cutting off their fingers.”? As we shall see, this |
~...theme.swas greatly emphasized in the literature about Trumpeldor. .~
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THE BAR KOKHBA REVOLT
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THE BAR KOKHBA REVOLT 49
tion that Judaea suffered in its aftermath. Even with this additional evi-
dence, information about the event is still limited.!

"T'he available sources suggest that Jews took to arms in the year 132.
Their revolt may have been triggered by their outrage at the emperor’s
plans to rebuild Jerusalem as a Roman city and erect a temple for Jupiter at
the site of their own destroyed Second Temple. The Romans’ prohibition
of circumcision is likely to have been another reason for the outbreak.? It
appears that initially the Jews succeeded in defeating the Roman army sta-
tioned in Judaea. The coins and letters from that period bear evidence that
the rebels were successful in establishing their own government and admin-
istrative structure.’

Faced with the rebels’ initial success, the Roman emperor Hadrian sent
additional legions to Judaea and assigned his capable general Julius Severus
as their commander. According to the Roman historian Dio Cassius, Seve-
rus’s tactics were to progress slowly, besieging the rebels and destroying

Jewish villages as his forces pushed ahead. Although these tactics prolonged
the war, they eventually proved successful. Bar Kokhba and his men with-
drew to a nearby mountain town, Betar. The Romans besieged this last

Jewish stronghold and eventually overcame the rebels.

Both Jewish and non-Jewish sources describe the enormous scope of de-
struction and bloodshed during that war, although the numbers given
are probably exaggerated. Dio Cassius writes that the Romans destroyed
985 settlements and “nearly the whole of Judaea was made desolate,”
580,000 Jews fell in battle, and many others died in starvation and illness.*
The Bar Kokhba revolt was crushed in 135. According to Jewish tradition,
this happened on the ninth of the Hebrew month Av.

Both Jewish and non-Jewish sources reveal that the revolt was also
kindled by an upsurge of messianic hopes. In his history of the church
Fusebius writes that the man who led the revolt was named Chochebas
(star) and that he persuaded his people that he had come from heaven.®
Rabbinical sources recount that Rabbi Akiba, the most prominent scholar
of the period, attributed to Bar Kokhba the saying “A star shall step forth
from Jacob.” Alluding to the leader of the revolc as the “King Messiah,”’
he articulated the belief that the revolt was not only 2 war of liberation from

the Roman rule but also the first phase of the much anticipated messianic
redemption.

Dual Image and Transformed Memory

3 ,,WWM}:\
Since the Bar Kokhba revolt is the only ancient war that is identified by a |
single leader,? his image plays an important role in the construction of the
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K;!:hba }115 also portrayed as a vain man who relied too much on his o
ge “:;,ﬂcd allenging God not to interfere in the process of the war. “W'I;Zg
Rt g? owlult to battle,” the story goes, “he would say, ‘Master of the
Sto,-ie; ei ;,r elp fus] nor shame [us].”” Bar Kokhba, according to those
mime;l:vg; lghI‘y.demgndmg of his men, testing their courage and com
requiring them to cut off one of their fin : :
i gers, a demand
Provoked the rabbis’ rebuke. He was also described as a short—te?fllpe:-t:lzt

e

memory of this event. It is therefore interesting to note that the Jewish
sources indicate a highly ambivalent attitude toward this leader, appearing
to be far more negative than positive. This ambivalence is clearly expressed
in the names attributed to the leader. While the name Bar Kokhba by
which he is currently known was transmitted by non-Jewish sources, early
and medieval Jewish sources called him Bar Koziba, which derives from the

Hebrew word kazav (lie): ;
i e ) You WMWM__M--"“ fmpuisive man who kicked and killed Rabbi Elazar of Med:;

Rabbi Yohanan said: Rabbi would expound “A star shall step forth ;ng (?Efou“de@ 31.1€g2ti0ns that he betrayed the rebels.qggi;;; 31;:;???1‘_
from Jacob,” thus do not read “star” [kokhav] but “liar” [kozez|. Rabbi ;an .Ed 2s a punishment for this act of wrath, thus attributing the faia] =
Akiba, when he saw this Bar Koziba, would say: “This is the King /&%ﬂiﬁéﬁ?@bﬁﬂlﬁz&g@g flaws and transgressions, o
Messiah.” Rabbi Yohanan ben Torta said to him: “Akiba, grass will ‘es.e Storles ¢ evea'I admiration for Bar Kokhha's hmim.sm b;; B

rise from your cheeks and the son of David will not yet have come.”? ;Vﬂlhm Pnack Emp.ha33s on his personal shortcomings. The tendeggt 311\

well on the negative image may be more pronounced in the Baby]ol}:i:s b

:??;g;:glzigmaln Eﬂlmud,"‘ yet both sources indicate that he failed both
e TI ea ir. Moreover, they ultimately show more apprecia-
of Modi'im, who x:::lz ;it:iilea?er Oflzhle revolt, suggesting that Rabbi Elazar
his people’s trust and hopes. Prior to the discovery of the Bar Kokhba [et- tributed more to the reVOlgs ;g:jﬂ;;tiluand Pr?;ylng for God’s help, con-
ters, the leader’s actual name was an er}}g}gg;.&h&.l@tfers’fﬁﬂ&rﬂ?at”hi.s__khr stories therefore imply that the way to redCCeSs than Bar Kokhba.!s These
name is.Shimon Bar Kosiba (or Koseba).iOn the basis of this recent infor- t of reliance on God, piety, afldm.p_rayirs emption should follow the route 7
e o — o

t mation it appears that Bar I{okhba and Bar Koziba were both improvised oy "K'Téﬁﬂféa}égﬁngﬁﬁﬁ-& SR o — .
| forms that his followers and opponents, respectively, applied to him in or- [i ar Kokhba depart from this earlier, more

x negative approach, referring to th : : :
! der to convey their opposing views of his leadership.’® That the glorifying g ¢ ancient leader as a king who had en-

. | joyed glory and power for a r Foganati i
i name (Bar Kokhba) was preserved by non-Jews whereas Jewish sources un- | failed.’ The great medieval J ewiesl;1 slzglgl;h]?fll ; < P rmately
til the sixteenth century referred to him exclusively as Bar Koziba is indeed | r Maimonides wrote that Rabbi

The two names thus articulate diametrically opposed perceptions of the
revolt’s leader. One is highly laudatory, relating to him as the Messiah; the
other is extremely derogatory, accusing him of being a liar and betraying

8SrT

Akiba was nose kely hass :
| striiiirgg,.{J,_wmw“'”“*““”“"“'“‘"'""‘“""’m"“-h“'”"“"""-w-ﬂ*---"-*-:"""'--n._..,——«*’ about him that h: i,iiriizréia;ﬂ;iﬁ? 5 Kzz;lba and that he “would say
= ~Only recently did the image of Bar Kokhba in the ancient and medieval generation held the opinion that he Waslt}a;n Kl'e and all. the sages of his

Jewish sources become the focus of systematic inquiry. In his detailed study killed in his iniquities.”” Bar Kokhba. a ¥ £ g Mesﬂfih, U{ml he was
of the development of this image from Antiquity to the premodern period, promising hero who at the end ﬁrned o,utcti)og méfr = Mam‘lomdesj e

Richard G. Marks demonstrates how the Jewish sources relate to Bar As Marks poines out, the twelfth-cenmy cha [a]-s A
Kokhba as either a false messiah or a national hero, with only a few at- messianic hope associated with the Bar Krihsg olars clearly fc)c‘us on the
tempts to merge these two conflicting images.'? Accordingly, the early rab- Kokhba’s heroic image along with his emg el descnlbing Bar
binical references recreate Bar Kokhba in the image of the biblical heroes attempt to address issnes pertaining to ml'egﬁl.lcc' as a false messiah, they
who have extraordinary strength, courage, fighting ability, and charisma, own polemics with the Karaires A SSI(?IXZm .thatwunldqlay their
but who also suffer from overconfidence and lack of sophistication, which sixteenth—century references to ﬁar Kokhba, éﬂ" : .u}fhms. Snmlarlj_z, the
lead them to disobedience to God. The rabbinical stories describe how Bar volt in the context of the Jews’ [ates Bore, ;;e:’l:ﬂ the ;nan and his re-
Portugal. Whether they focus on his heroic staturep anﬁof?is ;Zizfgiazla]ii

Kokhba “would catch the stones of the catapults on one of his knees and
throw them back, killing many of [the Romans],” or would kill a man by opponents or emphasize his role as a false messiah, they aj
» Im at encouraging

the force of his kick. They imply that his enemy could not harm him and
that he was eventually killed by a snake and not by a human. But Bar

it e e e e e e e e e e e e L e L L e e L L L L L L L L
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With the emergence of Jewish interest in Antiquity during the nine-
teenth century, attention was first focused on the roles of spiritual leaders
such as Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai and Rabbi Akiba. But as the national
interest in the period of the Second Temple intensified, Bar Kokhba too
became a central heroic fignre, and his revolt was seen as an important
manifestation of the ancient national soul and the readiness to fight for
freedom.?® Indeed, in the second half of the nineteenth century, when Ma-
sada was still considered a marginal episode in Jewish history, Bar Kokhba
and the revolt began to attract attention as a subject of historical novels and
plays.2! This trend received great impetus from the rise of Zionism, Zionist
writers and poets found Bar Kokhba a popular literary subject and referred
to his revolt as a major turning point associated with the glorified national

past. The rising symbolic significance of Bar Kokhba was also evident in
the use of his name for various groups and publications, such as the Bar
Kokhba Association of Jewish students in Prague in 1893 and the Bar
Kokbba magazine for young German Jews published in 1919-21; or use of
the name of his last stronghold Betar for the Revisionist Zionist youth
movement (founded in Riga in 1923), which became one of the important
{ Zienist youth movements.in.eastern Europe and Ralestine
i The Zionist search for roots in the ancient national past clearly led to;
the enhancement of Bar Kokhba’s positive image. The preference for th
name Bar Kokhba over the traditional Jewish Bar Koziba symbolizes a de-
| parture from the predominant attitude of the earlier Jewish sources fvfore=
‘overwhilethe teaditional J turning poinit signatimg-the-emd of An-
tiquity and the beginning of Exile was the destruction of the Second
Temple, the Bar Kokhba revolt provided Zionist memory with an alter-
native turning point, enhancing the national-political over the religious
dimension of the periodization of the past. As the last war of liberation
of Antiquity, it became a source of inspiration for the modern national

moverrnent,
Bar Kokhba was a “giant” figure who represented the greatness of the

ancient national past. At a dime of despair over the repeated victimization
of the Jews, Fayim Nahman Bialik wrote a poem calling on the Jews to
begin a new era of armed struggle in their defense, using Bar Kokhba as an
inspiration for his blunt and desperate call for revenge.?* The Hebrew poet
Sha’ul ‘Tchernichovsky juxtaposed the image of Bar Kokhba the “giant”
with that of a “crowd of contemptible midgets” who belittled him during
centuries of life in “the filth of exile.”? The Zionists’ departure from the
exilic tradition is thus articulated by their renewed admiration of “the son
of the star” who has, in turn, inspired them by his light.

The invisible link between Bar Kokhba’s men and the new Zionist pio-
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bolic figure was an important feature of the Zionists’ revival of what they
regarded as the suppressed heroic national past. Yet some ambivalence un-
derlies the representation of this transformation. Along with the desire to
dramatize the departure from the wadidonal rabbinical attitude toward
him, the Zionist commemoration of Bar Kokhba also implies that he had
always been a folk hero. The most popular children’s song about Bar
Kokhba asserts that “the whole nation loved him.”* Gershom Scholem,
the famous student of Jewish mysticism, claims that “popular tradition did
not subscribe to the rabbinic disparagement of Bar Kokhba’s memory. He
remained a kind of a hero-saint.”?* The archeologist Yigael Yadin makes a
similar statement that Bar Kokhba’s name was preserved by folk tradition
but almost lost to authenticated history.*¢ Elsewhere he remarks that the
folk attachment to Bar Kokhba would withstand the pressure of historical
inquiry, much as it resisted the rabbinical opposition te him.*” In this state-
ment Yadin asserts the primacy of collective memory over history in pre-
serving a long, if at times suppressed, tradition of heroism around Bar

Kokhba'’s folk image.

The Zionist elevation of Bar Kokhba and his revolt as a major turning
point in Jewish history focuses on the act of initiating an armed suruggle
for national liberation. Zionist collective memory clearly preferred to dwell
on the rebels’ courage, determination, love of freedom, and readiness for
self-sacrifice as a manifestation of the national spirit of Antiquity. Although
the course and scope of the war are not clear, Hebrew educational texts
state that Bar Kokhba freed Jerusalem, and highlight the initial successful
phase of the revolt.’ In this construction, the outcome of the war, the de-
feat, is clearly perceived as secondary to the symbolism of choosing to fight
for national freedom and responding to oppression by taking up arms. In
fact, in his address to the second Zionist Congress, Max Nordau went so
far as to state that the Bar Kokhba war was superior to the Hasmoneans’

~ietories’ .. "
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symbolic place in the Israeli pantheon of ancient heroes. It is also important
to note Yadin’s rhetoric of continuity, linking the ancient past with contem-
porary Isracl as he transmits a letter from “the last president of ancient
Israel” to the current president of modern Israel. In this act he thus sym-
bolically erases the rupture of eighteen hundred years of life in Exile.

Yadin’s rhetorical skills are also evident in his writing about the expedi-
tion. The Hebrew title of his book Ha-Hipusim Abar Bar Kokbba (The
Search for Bar Kokhba) reads like that of an adventure story, and the drama
is accentuated by chapter titles such as “Behind the Legend,” “The Cur-
tain Rises,” and “Rays of Hope.” Similarly, Yadin invites the reader to
join in the explorers’ disappointments and hopes, their moments of extreme
difficulties and excitement, adding to the dramatic unfolding of their
discoveries.

Yadin’s presentation had great appeal for the elite audience at the presi-
dent’s house and the Israeli public at large because it was nurtured by Israe-
lis’ long-standing interest in archeology. For Israelis, archeology is like a
“national sport.”* They volunteer to participate in archeological excava-"
tions, make pilgrimages to reconstructed archeological sites, and visit mu-

seums that display archeological findings, as.if through-thesectivitierthey—

ritually affirm their roots in the land. That the archeological excavation was
considered a major national mission is evident also from the extent to which
the military was involved in its planning and in carrying it out. According
to Yadin’s testimony, the idea of searching the caves for archeological re-
mains was suggested to him by Israel’s chief of staff in 1959. At the time

Israeli politicians and archeologists were deeply concerned about the Bed- |

ouins’ access to caves within Israel’s territory where they found archeolog-

Israel Defense Forces were ordered to increase their patrol in that area, the ¢
chief of staff recommended a shift from a defensive strategy to “an all-out |
archeological offensive.” “Why be on the defensive?” he argued, “the best
defense is, after all, atrack!” (32).

The military proved to be of vital help in the preparations for the exca-

vation: the extremely difficult conditions of the terrain in which the ar- |
cheologists were to work, the desert environment, and the proximity to the /
Jordanian border all required that involvement. The army’s Considerations;
dictated the duration of the excavation, and the minister of defense was to}r
approve the archeologists’ plan, The Tsracl Defense Forces also supplied}
helicopters for the exploration of the steep slopes of the canyons where the
caves are located, prepared the sites for archeologists’ overnight camps, and
provided transportation, communication equipment, and security. Sol-
diers’ involvement continued throughout the excavation, and in fact, some
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of then: volunteered for dangerous assignments or provided useful techni-
cal assistance to the archeologists (42 —46).*

The merging of the military and the archeological dimensions of this
national project is manifested in Yadin's rhetoric. Not only was the archeo-
logical dig conceived in terms of an “attack” rather than “defense”; in de-
scribing the preparations fer the excavation, Yadin resorts to paramilitary
rhetoric, referring to the date for its beginning as “D-Day” (32 -40). More-
over, he intersperses the narrative about the excavation with nationalist
themes that emphasize the direct continuity between contemporary Israeli
explorers and the ancient fighters for freedom. After describing the fellow
who first discovered a fragment of a scroll, a red-haired, North African
immigrant nicknamed Gingi (Ginger), Yadin adds: “I can still see his shin-
ing eyes as [ write these lines. Alas, Gingi is no more; he was killed in the
Six-Day War of 1967. He fought gallantly, and T am sure he visualized him-
self as a descendant of the Bar Kokbbe-warriors” (113-14).

“Hadin himself, like another former chief of staff, Moshe Dayan, rei)"hr'é-’
sents the integration of the military and the archeological. Both men be-/
longed to the “Palmal generation” educated by the prestate national

4. Hebrew schools; both reached the highest rank as the Israeli Defensd

Forces’ chief of staff and had an intense interest in archeology, Yadin as a"a‘

professional archeologist, Dayan as an.aggressive amateur. Both men also]

ended their careers as politicians. iIndeed, Vadiis embodiment of the

“Piliivali spirit’ is visually reprc‘eh;éﬁted in the photographs included in his
book, displaying him wearing the Palmaly’s famous wool hat (kova gerev) as

.he examines unearthed artifacts from the Bar-Kokhbaperiad.. .

|*""T'he symbolic dimension of Yadin’s career was later used by others as a

{way of enhancing the direct continuity between ancient and modern Israel.

Bar Kokhba’s army was the last national Jewish army, and Bar Kokhba |
was the last chief of staff of the historical armies of Israel. And he ;
wrote letters, some of which survived hidden in a vessel, and the ves- |
sel was hidden in the Judaean descrc and there they waited for 1830
years until they were discovered and deciphered. And by whom? By |
the one who in effect served . . . as the first chief of staff of the new |
army of Lsrael, Yigael Yadin . . . And is it not the act of God that the |
Bar Kokhba letters reached Yigael Yadin’s hands as letters from one i
chief of staff to another?* i

e U

Yadin himself concludes his narrative with a personal statement imbued
with a strong nationalist flavor.

i ’ T *; bl atee S
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THE FALL OF MASARA

Masada is the site of an ancient fortress, a high plateau overlooking the
Dead Sea and the Judaean desert. A dramatically elevated rock that is far
from the center of the country, the site offers a sweeping view of its sur-
roundings and an excellent place of refuge and seclusion. Tt is, thercfore,
not surprising that King Ierod chose to use these natural qualities to build
a palace that would serve as both a place of retreat and a defense post at the
end of the first century B.c.! But Masada owes its present fame to a later
event that took place at the end of the Jewish revolt against the Romans.
Although the Roman emperor Titus celebrated his grand triumph over Ju-
daea following the fall of Jerusalem in A.p. 70, three outposts continued to
hold out against the Romans: 1lerodium, Macherus, and Masada. Having
conquered the former two, the Romans turned to Masada, which had been
the first site of attack on the Romans and the rebels’ last place of refuge.?
The story of the fall of Masada was recorded by Josephus, a Jewish his-
torian who was a contemporary of the people whose end he described.
Since this is the only ancient narrative about the fall of Masada in 73, it is
particularly significant for the examination of the collective memory of that
event. Josephus reports that the Roman army besicged Masada and began
an ambitious plan of construction to enable its machinery to destroy the
fortress’s walls. An estimated eight to ten thousand Romans, aided by thou-
sands of Jewish slaves, engaged in this enormous undertaking.? When they
finished this task, they discovered that the Jews had erected a second wall,
better designed to stand the pressure of their machines. The Romans at-
tempted to burn that wall down and, having set it on fire, prepared for the
final atrack the following day. At this point the unfolding events at Masada
reached their dramatic peak.
‘When the leader of the Jewish rebels, Elazar ben Yair, realized that there
was “no other way of escaping, or room for their further coura ge,” he gath-
ered his men to offer them what he considered the best possible alternative:
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Josephus himself was hardly aloof from the events he reported. The
commander of the Jewish army in Galilee, he had held a leading position
i1 the Great Revolt against the Romans. According to his own testimony,
when Vespasian succeeded in conguering some main posts in Galilee,
Josephus chose to currender to the Romans, thereby betraying his com-
rades who followed their agreed upon plan of collective suicide, similar to
the one carried out later at Masada.* Whereupon Josephus joined the Ro-
man court and devoted his life to historical writing, leaving behind a most
important source on Jewish history in Antiquity, including a detailed ac-
count of the Jewish revolt from 66 t0 73,

Although Masada is mentioned in two Roman sources, they do notrelate
the episode described by Josephus but rather mention the site itself’ The
Talmud, which often relates historical events, makes no reference to the
fall of Masada. As for Josephus’s works, they were neglected by the Jews,
who perceived their author asa renegade, and the original Aramaic version
of his Wars of the Fews has not survived. In fact, its Greek translation was
preserved because the church regarded his works an important source on
the rise of Christianity. During many centuries, therefore, Jews were un-
familiar with Josephus’s account of Masada's last days.®

Yet Josephus influenced Jewish historiography through another chron-
icle, The Book of Jossipon, which drew on his work. Written by an anony-
mous author around the tenth century, The Book of Fossipon became during
the Middle Ages the most popular chronicle of Jewish history.” Jossipon’s
version of the fall of Masada differs from Josephus’s version in one signifi-

cant detail. Whereas Josephus reported that the men killed themselves after
having slain their wives and children, Jossipon’s version recounts that they
went out to fight the Roman soldiers and encountered their death in that
last battle.®

If the Jewish rebels at Masada entered later annals of Jewish Antiquity,
it was largely through The Book of Jossipon and according to its version.? The
story of the fall of Masada thus did not vanish from the records of Jewish
history, yet it did not play a major role in Jewish collective memory. Even
if Masada served as a historical model for medieval Jews, it represented to
them an expression of extreme religious devotion leading to death for Kid-
dush ha-Shem.!® In the absence of any explicit reference to Masada in this

context, however, this possibility remains speculative.

The Rediscovery of Masada

The roots of Masada’s contemporary symbolic significance lie in the emer-
gence of a secular scholarly interest in Jewish history during the nineteenth
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et auad : . us’s account of Masada eventuall
o mod;.;e;ﬁns-trmtmn ;15 a major turning point in Jewish history, a locu};
f grimage, a famous archeological si : :
S R gical site, and a contemporary po-
While the historian’
orian’s task clearly c: g inati
L i : y calls for a careful examination of
I é i popular culture does not question the validity of
e unt and the l,ustonmty of the event.'? Moreover, selected para
.y ! i
fboitsM 1011(11 JDSCphld]S ; text are often reprinted in educational matgrials
asada or read during visits to the site.!
‘ : e site.”? In analyzi i
) : yzing Israeli collec-
tort;crillemory .Of Ma;ada I will therefore refer to Josephus’s text as the his
al narrative and focus on its relati -
- ation / i
e to the Masada commemorative
In icati i
pmVidlflﬂ tllua publication of 2 poem entitled Masada by Yitzhak Lamdan
d an important stimulus to the rei i :
e introduction of Masada t i
g ' : 1€ rel asada to the Yi-
e 7\g{l}lsecéwe mf,mc.)iy. The contribution of this literary work to the rise
4 hle " iha mg;lt h ;mll ]i)e further explored in chapter 8. It is important to
; , though, that the popularity of th i
. ¢ poem contributed
the public’s awarenes istori ! LA
2 s of the historical eve
nt, Lamdan’s Mzsadz quickl
came one of the “sacred texts” 1 T
s” of the myth, second onl s hi
i vt s SEOROD ) only to Josephus’s his-
S Etanan:{'e. l‘he rising significance of Masada among Zionist circles
i h]'tLSt'e by its adoption as a name of various Zionist organizations
T[Lu 1c;mons from the 1920s on, both in Palestine and abroad.™
i rrflc (traman.c aspects of Masada contributed to its emergence as one
ost prominent national myths i soci
of Israeli society:
challenging site, and i i e
; interesting archeological i i :
el : gical remains. The site too was
ively late. Only in the mi i
: ; middle of the nineteentl i
non-Jewish explorers identify isi T
‘ and visit the Masada cliff. The fi
atic archeological surve i : oI by
y of the site was conducted in 1932
archeologist who was more i i % e
_ S ore interested in the Roman ¢ han i
R amps than in the Jew-
mains.”” Masada began to attract Hebrew youth in the second dc{'aclc
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of the twentieth century and gradually emerged as a site of pilgrimmage. Not
until the mid-1950s, however, did professional Israeli archeologists turn to
Masada. Masada’s appeal as a historical site of national value thus preceded
Israeli archeological interest in it.

Reaching remote Masada was a complex and rather risky undertaking
during the prestate period. In earlier trips visitors would arrive by boat
through the Dead Sea.'s But getting to Masada through the Judacan desert
or along the Dead Sea shore was extremely dangerous. Field trips often
lasted 2 week or longer under difficult physical conditions.'” Trekking to
Masada had an aura of adventure that became increasingly popular among
Hebrew youth. The site’s appeal thus contributed to the development of
special rituals that underscored the growing importance of Masada as a na-
tional myth.

Youth trips to Masada led by Hebrew teachers took place as early as 1912
and continued through the 1920s and the early 1930s."8 When casualties
occurred, schools were forced to stop these trips. But during the early

1930s small groups of Hebrew youth began exploring the Dead Sea area,
including Masada."” When these efforts were resumed in the 1940s, field
trips to the Judaean desert and Masada became a popular tradition among
youth movements and the newly formed Palmah underground. Hebrew
youth refused to let accidents disrupt their tradition. Field trips provided
them an important opportunity to perform a patriotic ritual that linked
themn to the ancient spirit of Hebrew heroism and the love of freedom. The
high degree of physical fitness, strong willpower, and daredevil mentality
that a trip to Masada required clearly contributed to their growing fasci-
nation with the site.?®

In 1934 the Jewish National Fund attempted to purchase Masada and
the areas surrounding it, because of its historic significance for the emer-
gent nation, but it did not succeed.?’ In fact, when the British government
issued the white paper of 1936, cutlining a plan for the future division of
Palestine, Masada remained outside Jewish territory. Jews’ historic claim
on Masada and its surroundings was later brought up again in both national
and international discussions on the issue.??

While Hebrew youth’s tradition of field trips to Masada continued dur-
ing the 1950s, that period also marked the beginning of professional ar-
cheological interest in its ruins. The involvement of professional archeol-
ogists and the Israeli government followed popular sentiment and the
initiatives undertaken by archeological amateurs from the youth move-
ments and the kibbutzim.?* The first systematic surveys of Masada by pro-

fessional archeologists from the Hebrew University took place in 1955~ 56.

To facilitate the transportation of equipment and supplies and make
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a of Masada, who would wish to see something of the nationalist ideologies.! T ;
M The archeological wo
rk at Masada thu
: s grounded

drawn by the dram
Masada’s past” (88). Thus, while the archeologist's im- O O L )
3 ruins and objects, A heroi
. 1C ven-

physical temains of

pulse is typically oriented toward the past, Yadin's awareness of the national ture to the past for the sake of the nation’s fu ;

value of this project tod him to focus on the future. }mtional celebration. The archeologists Ilds th‘tug-e, it became a cause for

Throughout his book Yadin expresses the awe stemming from the na- in it thus carried out a historical IEI':; s yolunteetsiwho cookiparc

tional historic significance of Masada and the excavators’ identification While archeology was maobilized to ‘Slljm.] o behalf of the Israeli nation.

with the ancient defenders: “Even the veterans and the more cynical among Masada, it also became part c;f the ZE:S:I?:;EEE E!w collective menory of
rative narrative of Masada:

¢ in awe at what had been uncovered; for as we gazed, texts about Masada tell the story of the famous dig and
us dig and reproduce pictur
es

95T

us stood frozen, gazin
we relived the final and the most tragic mOments of the drama of Masada” of the excavation process, side by side witl
(54). In the same spirit Yadin celebrates the continuity between Antiquity torical event and photos (’)f the 3§Ci Elftwg'l J Osiphugs narrative of the his-
and the present, 2 theme evident also in the subtitle of the Hebrew edition The excavation of Masada marks a u? J?CtS. 19, 44
of his book, Ba-Yamin ha-THem ba-Zenan ha-Ze (In those days at this time), national symbol. Masada emerged not om]mg el
borrowing the phrase from the Hanukka prayer. The following passages enhanced in the public eye. The ﬁndhn e O S
demonstrate the importance he attributed to the Eﬂ,t,:‘.,?}_wl over the purely were seen as tangible proofs of Jose hul%S and the restoration of the site
accheolopical iy vr s SR b VT count. The archeological S O T e S
z6 : L Wi DL appcal of the site and the importance of the historical % m3§ betwee'n g
t The site of the adjoining camps, Silva’s and our own, was not without} views I conducted in Israel in the late 1970 Al In the inter-
L aiEs symbolism, and it expressed far more pungently ¢han scores of | counts of their visits to Masada confirmed ths1 some of my informants’ ac-
[ statements something of the miracle of Israel’s renewed sovereignty. b tangible evidence. e importance of those relics as
| Here, cheek by jowl with the ruins of the camp belonging to the de-
i stroyers of Masada, a new camp had been established by the revivers I was very impressed. It is my nature to & :
| of Masada. 21-22) ey sier Lo ber JE. L e archeological sites and history. At th e very emotional, and 1 like
'.\ ........... e ittt 3 - Y- e moment that I see somethin
\ - ) gin to 1magine what happcned there. This is SOlIlCthing

[’fEe Masada d-g?éﬁ&é%g]-hmi left behind no grand palaces, 10 mosa- ancient and it relates to me. And the
ics, no wall paintings, not even anything that could be called build- thing real to me. : se are my people. It made every-
ings, for they had simply added primitive partitions to the Herodian
structures to fit them as dwellings . . . But to us, as Jews, these remains [The visit] really impressed me and mad :
were more precious than 21l the sumptuousness of the Herodian pe- ancient defenders] more. You come tl:i ;l ;;;3 ap[;remate tELem [the
and you see how and

riod; and we had our greatest moments when we entered a Zealotian where they lived. The basket and the shoes
room and under 2 layer of ashes came upon the charred sandals of discovered at Masada impressed m ersrhc?cs, and the scrolls that were
small children and some broken cosmetic vessels. We could sense the deed there were people who lived fh is makes one realize that in-
very atmosphere of their last tragic hour. (16)*° two thousand years ago. ere, even though this happened
Indeed, thanlks to Yadin’s outstanding skills at organizing this large-scale As a result of the enormous publicity ab
expedition and giving it such publicity, the excavation and yestoration of history became better known to Israelilty ad Slthe exPeditiOH, Masada’s
Masada became 2 national event in its own right. The preparation for the cheological site became important as Seiin : n9n_lsr33115- Visits to the ar-
dig, the call for volunteers, their experiences,and new developments during for Tsraelis but also for foreign tourists Aﬂtatl{mal experiences not only
the work on the site—all these became newsworthy topics that received that “through visits to Masada we can .t : 1e arly as 1966 Yadin suggested
ongoing coverage in the Israeli media. aspora} what we today call ‘Zionism’ l:ueizc_1 [ioul- brethren from the Di-
Yadin's interpretation of the excavation as 2 patriotic engagement was speeches.”* Masada became one of the 16{1 25 thqusauds Qg
not unlike other cases where archeology became a vehicle for legitimizing tourists too and an official stop on state visit:};oafgzzlt H')tn ; fOr. dnon—]eWiSh
: it provides not only
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an interesting site but also an important lesson from Antiquity that could
serve as valuable national propaganda for the State of Israel.

A Myih of Fighting to the Bitter End

Masada is not just a historical site that researchers study; Masada
is not simply an ancient fortress that one digs to find archeological
remains through which one can learn about the past in order to sup-
port or refute thearies.

Masada is a symbol. Masada is a guideline. Masada is longing. Ma-
sada is a loud cry. Masada is 2 tower of light . . . Masada is a symbol
of Jewish and human heroism in all its_greatness. A generation of
youth was raised by Masada. This is the generation that created the
state, the generation of defensc in its various manifestations. Masada
has been the source of power and courage to liberate the country, to

strike roots in it, and defend its whole territory.**

The pathos underlying this introduction to a book on Masada for young
adults clearly stems from the author’s wish to impress the readers with Ma-
sada’s role as a major national myth. In less flowery language other Israelis
have articulated similar views regarding Masada’s potency as a symbolic
event that provides modern Israeli society with a source of legitimation
from the past and a model for the future. For Jewish settlers in Palestine
and especially for the first generation of New IHebrews, Masada was not
simply a geographical site nor a mere episode from Antiquity. For them it
represented a highly symbolic event that captures the essence of the ancient
Hebrew ethos and helped define their own mission of national revival.

Thus, the meaning of Masada was first and foremost shaped by the urge
to forge a sense of historical continuity between the modern-day Zionist
National Revival and Antiquity, when Jews lived in their own homeland,

and to heighten their divergence from Exile. The Masada episode, marking
the end of the Jewish revolt against the Romans, was seen as the essence of
the national spirit that made the Jews stand up and fight for their freedom.
In the period in which the Zionist settlers and the first generation of New
Hebrews wished to define themselves as the direct descendants of the an-
cient Hebrews, they portrayed the Masada people as the authentic carriers
of the spirit of active heroism, love of freedom, and national dignity, which,
according to the Zionist collective memory, disappeared during centuries
of Exile. Masada was therefore presented as a positive model of behavior
and an important patriotic lesson. To fulfill this role, the Masada com-
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memorati i ir i i
phus’; l;liLsi:e-.nairatwe required a highly selective representation of Jose-
ignor.ing otx}:ca IG}C]()] d. By emphasizing certain aspects of his account and
others, the commemorative narrati
: : rrative reshaped t
transformed its meaning, b

e new myth narrative highlights the deferiders” courage in teliellitig-

again i i
gainst the Romans in the first place and in sustaining their resistance long

d
fter the rest of ludaea had been defeated. It stresses their heroic Spjl'it ‘1
3

devotion, and readiness to fight until the last drop of blood but does not

dwell on the specifics of the final episode of death. Iry so doing; the myih

narrative- rates- is-sitent-ard Silenc
éi;borzii edi:fi%a?s ﬂ?iTl’.l‘TE"JUSE:phﬂS‘“IS“SﬂCn‘t‘ Silences some of his more
iptions: the ancient historian doe i s,
R : s not mention a direct con-
n the besieged Masada
: people and the Rom 1di
B / : an soldiers
¥ & : dlqes }I:rovzde a long and detailed description of the collective suicide,
B atetli, 1;)wevelr, accept as given that the Masada rebels actively fought
against the Romans to undermine the si i
iege construction around the f
tress. One of the earl S
y explorers of Masada a E
e g e / s of mong Hebrew youth
man, articulated this view: “[E]v :
ih : en though Josephus d
not explicitly tell about the Z 5! it | i st
ealots” war, it is clear to us t i
ot € : ; 15 that they did
sit with arms folded in their 1 i ki
; aps and wait for the Romans i
s to advance with
t -4 n %
i?(cilr swgg work. i Most of a children’s story entitled The Glory of Masada
: ;volie' lto' descnp}mn of the continuing fight against the Romans. The
author highlights children'’s participation in the defense of the fortr 1
goes on to explain that this was “a sacred duty that transformed th = 1‘:“(
: “as : med the weakest
woman and the most tender child iscipli
into disciplined soldiers who d b
away from any fear and danger.” [ ‘ ook pi
: . In contrast to the elaborate descripti
of this fight, he allows r N
: wch less space to the collecti ici
. . lows 1 ective suicide, thereb
inv?rtlmgjosephus s original structure and molding the meaning of the his)-;
orical event to fit the ism-of an active fight forfreeddm.”
A uI 1Et'e commemorative narrative plays up the defenders’ readiness to die as
2 1;11;1@ expression (]))f their patriotic devotion and highlights it as the,
core of their exemplary behavi i I i
lar'mode of death tﬁ&?@“a?gﬁ; thi??@gﬂm?mmm |
‘ : : ontext the suicide becormes
?mrgmlal fact, a small detail within the larger picture of an “activs le’
t(())_l:t {%gt%cfli‘l};]%rﬂﬂn ndeed; By E‘“h?ﬁfﬁ"gﬁfﬁ'é—féa;sﬁfronl the mass suicide
ar that preceded it and by offerin i
g a generalized referen deatl
the commemorative narrati Py
ative attempts to avoid the mor i
lorati [ e problematic as-
pect of the.hlstorlcal account, the suicide, which could threaten its activi
interpretation. ey
Th : Mg
p uihls 3pproa§l?, clearly rooted in the Zionist collective memory of An
15 ' "
s & r‘ty,re erged in both scholarly and popular discourse. The historian and
ary critic Yosef Klausner wrote as early as 1925 that the people of Ma
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During the Holocaust Masada'’s
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port of the German forces left little hope for the Yishuv for a successful
defense.® At this critical historical juncture the Zionist settlers and the
younger generation often articulated their commitment to self-defense
against all odds. Their commemoration of Masada therefore focused on
this dimension of the historical event.

The anxiety over the fate of European Jewry and the impulse to disso-
ciate from them and from what they represented thus pulled the Jewish
society of Palestine in opposite directions. Side by side with expressions of
concern over the fate of European Jews was a tendency to criticize the vic-
tims’ behavior by emphasizing that the Zionist settlers would choose a dif-
ferent course of action. Moreover, the belief that the Zionist enterprise in
Palestine was at the center of Jewish history inevitably marginalized Jewish
life in the Diaspora and served to legitimize the focus on the Yishuv’s poli-
tics and survival for its future role in absorbing Jewish refugees.”

In this context the Zionist settlers and the Hebrew youth turned to Ma-
sada as a historical model presenting a dignified alternative to the European

Jews’ response to the Nazi persecution. During the debate on the Yishuv’s
preparations for the German invasion, the prominent socialist leader
Yitzhak Gruenbaum presented the following argument: “If the Germans
had encountered a Jewish armed resistance in Poland, it would not have
made our situation there worse, for it is impossible for it to be worse than
it is; but our honor would have been much greater in [the eyes of] the
world.” Gruenbaum continued by urging preparation for a last stand if the
Nazis invaded Palestine. Even if the Jews of Palestine died in this war, he
argued, they would at feast leave behind another “Masada legend.”+

The significance of the Masada defenders’ example was thus explicitly

juxtaposed with the “disgrace” displayed by the Jews’ behavior in Europe.
This open condemnation of the Holocaust victims is even more shocking
if we consider that Gruenbaum himself had been a leading Jewish politician
in Poland prior to his immigration to Palestine, was a member of the Jewish

Ageney Executive, the most important governing body of the Yishuv at that

time, and served as chair of its committee for dealing with Polish Jews’

affairs during the war years.*

Another socialist leader, Yitzhak Tabenkin, did not explicitly refer to
Masada in this political context. But his vehement objection to the proposal
that women and children would be evacuated if the Germans invaded Pal-
estine cannot but bring Masada’s example of communal death to mind.
Tabenkin dismissed the evacuation ideas not only on tactical grounds but
also as 2 moral issue. “There is no justice in this demand to save the women
and the children,” he asserted and later referred to it as a “disgrace.” Even
if they all died while opposing the Germans, this was a better solution, for
other Jews would follow their nation-building efforts in the future.*
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Hai as a “second

Tn 1943 David Ben-Gurion made references to Tel
ty in the face of

Masada” and contrasted it with Exile’s tradition of passivi
persecution. “And a new death we will guarantee tO ourselves,” Ben-
Gurion declared, “not the death of powerlessness, helplessness, and worth-
less sacrifice; with weapons in our hands we will die.”” In the context of

the news fltering from Europe, his speech had a particularly biting edge,

and its implied eriticism of the European Jews could not have escaped his

listeners.
Tf the Yishuv leaders who came from Europe vacillated b
deep anxiety about the fate of the Diaspora Jews %;}g__g};;i;idﬂﬂiagical _com-

: ritsaent.ta dissaciate from what it repreaented,4 Hebrew youth, who had

no petsonal recollection of [fs 7o Furope, were'leven 1more critical of the
ior. Brought up in the nationalist Hebrew education, which

victims' behavi
promoted a highly negative view of Jewish life of exile, they were critical

of the Jews for “going like sheep to the slaughter.” Instead, they were de-
ow Masada’s heroic route of fighting to the bitter end.

| Thus, the Palmal enderground’s plan for a last stand in the, north against.

the Germans in 1942 was named “the Masada pian.””ﬁn the same vein a

Lm_,*"_37&TET&}‘?C"EEEY"fl'ﬁa"ﬁii‘ti‘ﬁﬁﬁi’%‘ﬁl‘l‘for-*a--fl‘rrﬂe-*dﬁ”y”ﬁ‘f(’)’ﬁ}'hing period in soli-
darity with European Jewry, claiming that his youth group’s gathering at
Masada was a more appropriate symbolic measure: «“{/e achieved our goal
.. in the field trip to Masada and the gathering chere. This was our sym-

darity with the fate of Jews, the fate of the gen-

”31

etween their

termined to foll

bolic expression of our soli
since Masada, who did not choose servitude.

eration, with those,
iy with the ancient

Cleatly, the youth found it easier to bond symbolica
Jews' heroic stand at Masada than to identify with their contemporary
brethren who were suffering in Europe. In contrast to the European Jews
Masada represented 2 historical example of Jews who, faced with a similar
hotrible situatios, understood that they had only one choice, © die a dig-
nified death.”” A poem by a member of that generation, writer and critic of
children’s literature Uriel Ofek, articulates the admiration of the Masada

defenders’ death.

Under the swords they fell, the Masada heroes,
For they had rejected eternal slavery.

Their heroic act our hearts has filled

Gince the far days of our childhood.

We stood still, the thunder roared,
And we all knew so well:

It is good to die and be ever free,
Than become our enemy’s slaves.*’

-
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In this ¢ i
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i ;; o Ocil &gﬂlslatl?ll. The rebels’ courage to define the sitEEiFCt i
hat realization is ene
e ha seen as a symbolic d §

o : eparture fi
i lxﬂ]c-_]ejwvs ?vho, in Gruenbaum’s words “EI‘Eferre;O? t.he
e g’ over dignified death.”** Tn this conrex',c suicide i e

4 WI; e;siil:m of despair but rather as an act of defiance.’ bty
shall see i ition .
o “E mI-(l:hlapt;t::r 11, the definition of the Masada rebels’ si
s e g Ooc oice” other than suicide is clearly open to alt i

ns. : S
LR ne ;:an argue that the rebels could have yie[dedril at'll\lje
el lﬁ);op c;a ofdﬁfilacherus before them and thus saved liv s0 5: E

: ve decided to go on fighti i i
i s o . ghting until the last ma
o Ean i g1~(::] mdeecg l}ias it. But the definition of “no choice”n ,has ltahe
: part of the myth, and th ificati o
S yth, and the glorificat f i
o : : and ion of the re
S G s: s}\lfuatlon is cgften highlighted in Commemorationsgflfu-lim?'m
bl d ! ;)I’ﬁOVCT, since the theme of “no choice” as o
s g : ara :
e .Js_t.eeply ingrained in Israeli political culture, i 'tmm‘lle 5
0 t'( baicisfymg explanation for past behavior dhoieq e
imes the commemorati i ;
; ‘ ative narrative i
TSRy ncorporates the suicide
e CHS};,S ila Sraxgg its literal representation in the historical 1‘1211'1[":1 i'mem—
Sl 5{0 2 a r;presents a desperate (“suicidal”) war in ; lve" s
1 = I y
i the\y t:v (()) u(l,(sjcapf-f or hope for victory. For those who cciiltll(]iatiﬁn
suffer at the hand i T
St { e hands of their ;
P diTh i enemy, w ;
Ly Comrg .N1dms, Qeath in a desperate war represented}zn il ith?ldthe
R r:;: 2 display of dignity with a desire for reven eCT(;l' <o)
h Whenhe( enn';g.of Mas.ada for Yitzhak Sadeh, the Pal%n‘ahls 15 was
PO iemxp ained their Masada plan of 1942: “We knew . 1 i
LG 375 - : tind we would fight until the very end. We wm?lrcli i th'lS:
e dn : ie enemy, as many as we could . . . We were a o
b ) ecided to fight a desperate and heroi e e
‘t’\(’ho{} epeople GfMdjgdg.”ss cwar . .. fo be 2 new
ile Masada clearl
. y fulfilled the functi i
sl . ‘ ion of presenting an alternati
he HO[Ocausi)ehawor ata time of catastrophe, its use as ag countt:; natclive
was conditioned on blurring the distinction betw mol :
etween lit-
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eral and metaphoric references o suicide. This blurring was the only way

Masada could be defined as a symbol of fighting until the very end. But

Sadeh’s Masada also discloses a desire to avenge an
significant part of Josephus’s ‘account of the suicide] The

ffers greatly from the “original edition”; Elazar

ghus suppresses 2

is men to continue to fight the Romans until they all

ersely, Yitzhak Sadeh did not allude to the idea
and children and

ben Yair did not call h
fell in the battle, and conv
that members of the Palmah should kill Jewish women
then commit suicide to avoid submission to the Nazis.
In fact, the activist interpretation of Masada during the Holocaust, rep-
resented by Sadeh’s statement, resembles more closely the biblical account
of Samsor’s death than Josephus’s historical narrative. Samson’s Out-
cry—“‘Letme die with the Philistines”—delivers the message of readinessi
to kill oneself while inflicting death on the enemy, 2 message that the activ- !
ist commemorative narrative attributes 0 Masada but which is missing in !
the single historical narrative about that event. This selective reference and
interpretation of the original Masada edition explains what Marie Syrkin
insightfuily calls “the paradox of Masada”: “Though the outcome of the

struggle at Masada was the suicide of its last defenders, only the heroic

resistance of which it was the scene has registered in the mind of Israel, not

the grim ‘un-Jewish’ finale. However illogically, what happened at Mﬂsadzi

permeates the imagination of Israel as the ultimate expression of activ
__struggle, the reverse of an acceptance of death” gy
Wi Eg'iwﬁ"iﬁa}hfgaw‘Lgﬁﬁ"t“é","’iimvéi"",'"th ot the activist interpretation of Ma-
¢ historical model of a dignified death in 2 hope-

sada and its elevation as th
less situation was not unique to the Zionist setelers in Palestine. Indeed,

this perception was rooted in the Zionist collective memory and was shared

by its followers in Furope. Masada thus provided a historical model for

those Buropean Jewish youth who Jecided to organize resistance 0 the

Nazis when the massive liquidation of the ghettos got anderway. At the

point when it became dear that life under the Nazi rule was likely to end
r holding on to the

in death, the youth were faced with the choice of eithe
small chance of survival or dying with weapons in their hands. For those
who chose the latter, Masada served as 2 preferred paradigm of fighting a
motivated by pride and desire for revenge, and the Warsaw
Ghetto revolt was also referred to as the “Masada of Warsaw.”5 Thus, in
January 1942 the Socialist Zionist poet and activist Abba Kovner called the
Vilna Zionist youth 1o organize self-defense, urging them “not to be led

like sheep to the slaughter.”’¢" A similar call led to the organization of

armed resiscance in various ghettos, the most famous of which was the
Warsaw Ghetto uptising, which broke out on Passover eve, April 19, 1943.

desperate war,

inevitable defeat and
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Tronicall
y, the commemorative : -
for dying wi . narrative praises the Masad
with : asada def
i ,Y g weapons in their hands, and this ima th Hcets
?Fhuss scene of mass suicide, provides the symboli st
er i i olic message i
L hetorical use of activist expressions such as “they g Of' th}s text.
their own hands” or “they preferred to die free” h ie y took their lives by
dimension associ : s : ie free” helps avoid the :
e associated with suicide. Likewise, the tendency to e:j:f b
Yair’s strong statements favoring death over life i quote Elazar
glossing over Josephus’s descriptions of the ’U: 1€ in servitude, while
slaohterin ek : men’s initial objections o i
helpgs g g Ofl th.eu- wives and children and then them;eive i r‘tlheu
ance the image of that collective death s, similarly

From the lat
e 1940s to the 1960 i
: . s, Israelis contt
o S024 . ‘ . i ntinued the prest: -
s Os;;{:u I?If ?ctlve heroism and displayed a strong trP()and gzedemp}j?
e IS =) . . n
- L th(; obt?;ust. Idhe glorification of the Masada heroes? ridl:l
itter end was intimatel 2
o R . ely connected to the role of Ma-
TR Withri H?l'ocaus‘t fnodel. The marginalization or supprcssif Maf
Geisfon n this activist commemoration thus went hand i ?1“ Od
suppression of the Hol i s opene
; . ocaust in Israel duri
writers avoided dealing wi j o e
‘ g with the subject. Israeli i -dlieele
S : . . Israeli public schools dev i
e 1;};% dlscgss:on of the Holocaust.® Hebrew textbool?stf:'l !Ittie
i esi ra:nt;l():ii()s z_wmldcdﬁdirect condemnation of the wgé:::sri
1siastic glorification of i
R ! - ‘ n of armed resistance ¢ i
b }[;e Ho(});ls of their otherwise critical approach to the victim?gg; o
T 1;:;\(1;: se;mec}'l to affirm what Zionist education had clain?;:'i_
hat ged to the national revival i ,
; revival in th i
hfelm ixtl; could lead only to death and dcstructione R,
n the first de i i -
gt I?[aclle following the foundation of the state, the reluctan
e olocaust as part of Israeli collective memory was clea (1:8
i e Ie(l comrr)lemorat:ve domain. Only in 1953 did the Israrl){
resset) pass a resoluti ishi -
RER T ’ ion establishing the Yad Va-
Homtcj;ruSt Colﬂl;}[eroes Remembrance Authority) and a fixed da f(i‘h:}fl
S e1ernorat10n, a\.nd six more years elapsed before ity assed ;
e g obs rvan.ce of this memorial day mandator d i
gral part of Israeli public life.® i
ile the establi bt i
mcmWOhratiM1 Of;}t;bil{s(ljl;{l}lem O.f z special day devoted to collective com
caust indicates a re iti L
e cognition of the special signifi-
S aml:}ivar*em:, the double focus of this commemoration alz'ticulas';gmﬁ
A ence toward the Holocaust during those years Ofﬁciaels ; fe
commemoration of “th : b
: e H
“the Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembranzleo;:)Enmt”?md s
Heroism Rem sy st :
; Holocau
mbrance Day” (Yorz ba-Sho’a veba-Gevura, as it wasbt =
: even-
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tually called), maintained a dual classification that marked armed resistance
to the Nazis as “heroic” and lumped all other aspects of the Jewish experi-
ence under the label “Holocaust.” Holocaust thus became the “nonheroic”
category.

During those years Israeli collective memory showed a clear tendency
to commemorate the “heroic” aspects of the Holocaust and suppress the
“nonheroic” past. The establishment of the memorial day on the twenty-
seventh of the Hebrew month of Nisan (i.e. close to the anniversary of the
outbreak of the Warsaw Ghetto uprising) made the uprising the facal point
of the commemoration. The reference to the partisans and the ghetto
fighters as the “Zionist” or “Hebrew” youth (while refeerig to Gtiter Ho--.._,
locaust victims as “Jews”) reinforced this attitude.® Israeli society thus em- !
braced the ghetto uprisings and the partisans’ fight as part of the Holocaust \
past with which it identified and which it eagerly glorified. The partisans \
and the ghetto rebels were symbolically separated from the Holocaust and
Exile to serve as a symbolic bridge to modern Israel. Along with Masada
and Tel Hai they became part of Israel’s heroic past. Conversely, the rest of
the Holocaust experience was relegated to Exile and associated with the
“Orher,” the submissive exilic Jew. i

¢ During the first years of the. state;-the-comtriermoration-of Masada aga—"

model of active heroism and a countermetaphor for the Holocaust contin-
ued. Yet as Israeli society began to undergo major changes from the late
1960s on, its attitude toward the Holocaust and Masada has been trans- i
formed, as we shall see in chapter 11.

During the formative years of Israeli society, the memory of the suicide
at Masada was silenced in the activist discourse. Much of the interest in the
site and the propagation of rituals around it stemmed from the premise that
Masada would reinforce the youth’s patriotism and the value of active hero-
ism. These rituals were instrumental in the activist interpretation of Ma-
sada and its emphasis on the spirit of active heroism and fighting to the
bitter end, affirming the marginality of the suicide to this commemorative
narrative.
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