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Abstract 

 
The notion that translation incurs a kind of loss persists in thinking about 

translation proper, and in discourse on translation as a metaphor for the 

relationship between language and life. This loss can be lamented but also 

celebrated, since it alerts us to the impossibility of replicating our singular stories 

and languages. Within conventional published translations, the desire for 

fluency deprives the translated text of some of its original features. This is 

particularly so with an author such as David Grossman, who writes about and 

performs, in language, the complex relation between form – of a word, of the 

body – and meaning. Through Grossman’s 2008 novel, אשה בורחת מבשורה (To 

the end of the land, J. Cohen Trans., 2010) this study identifies certain elements 

within the original text that are (often inevitably) absent from its retelling. Each 

chapter features a different ‘collaborator’ in the construction of meaning: the 

author, the language, the storytelling character, and the translator. Inspired by 

the ‘fictional turn’ in translation studies, I reflect on how the novel, author and 

protagonist negotiate issues that are pertinent to translation theory. I also 

demonstrate how Grossman exploits his native language, geography, and 

culture in a way that complicates the translation of this novel. My interviews 

with three of the novel’s translators affirm their significance as textual 
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mediators and provide insights into their work on this important novel. 

Throughout the dissertation, I draw on Grossman’s biography, his activism, and 

his broader oeuvre which I also consider to be part of the untranslated.  As both 

a theoretical and text-sensitive contribution to the study of translation, this 

dissertation functions as a kind of visible translation that compensates for what 

may not be conveyed in translated fiction and, more broadly, in language.  

  



N i v a  K a s p i  P h D  D i s s e r t a t i o n  P a g e  5 | 195 

 

 

Table of Content 

 

Thesis declaration ................................................................................................................................. 2 

Abstract ................................................................................................................................................ 3 

Table of Content ................................................................................................................................... 5 

Acknowledgement ................................................................................................................................ 7 

Authorship Declaration ......................................................................................................................... 8 

Introduction .......................................................................................................................................... 9 

David Grossman .............................................................................................................................. 14 

Defamiliarization ............................................................................................................................. 22 

The substance is the form ............................................................................................................... 24 

Visibility .......................................................................................................................................... 29 

Still, we must try ............................................................................................................................. 31 

Noteworthy points on structure and method ................................................................................. 35 

Chapter Plan ................................................................................................................................... 40 

Chapter 1: The Author ........................................................................................................................ 46 

David Grossman’s Biography .......................................................................................................... 48 

To the end of the land..................................................................................................................... 55 

Poetry after Auschwitz? .................................................................................................................. 60 

Articulating silences ........................................................................................................................ 64 

Luz ................................................................................................................................................... 70 

Translating ...................................................................................................................................... 71 

A generic vocabulary ....................................................................................................................... 73 

Chapter 2: The Language .................................................................................................................... 76 

Tentative borderlines ...................................................................................................................... 83 

A good Arab .................................................................................................................................... 89 

Military secrets ............................................................................................................................. 103 

New language ............................................................................................................................... 111 

Chapter 3: Ora .................................................................................................................................. 119 

Becoming a storyteller .................................................................................................................. 122 

Self-reflexivity ............................................................................................................................... 126 



N i v a  K a s p i  P h D  D i s s e r t a t i o n  P a g e  6 | 195 

 

Commemoration ........................................................................................................................... 133 

Chapter 4: The Translator ................................................................................................................. 144 

Invisibility ...................................................................................................................................... 149 

Intimacy ........................................................................................................................................ 152 

Agency and creativity .................................................................................................................... 164 

Creative angst ............................................................................................................................... 169 

What is left out ............................................................................................................................. 172 

Chapter 5: Conclusion ....................................................................................................................... 176 

Language ....................................................................................................................................... 179 

Towards a visible translation ........................................................................................................ 183 

Works Cited ...................................................................................................................................... 186 

 

 

 

  



N i v a  K a s p i  P h D  D i s s e r t a t i o n  P a g e  7 | 195 

 

Acknowledgement 

Many people have helped in more ways than I could have imagined, and I am 

very thankful for this.   

My supervisors, Ned Curthoys and Alison Bartlett, who have always exuded 

confidence in what I was doing. I am very fortunate to have had the benefits of 

your tremendous wisdom and support.  

To the three translators interviewed here – Alessandra Shomroni, Anne 

Birkenhauer, and Jessica Cohen –  for their generosity in sharing their 

experiences with me.  

To my family: Steven, Oscar, Leon. For your love, patience, and for always 

being on my side. I love you (yes, Tommy, you too).  

To my ‘other family’, who took care of my mother in Israel, especially my 

lifelong friend, Rotem Sprukt Febvre, for her overflowing heart.  

To the singular Sally Knowles, whose writing retreats have been a sanctuary for 

me and for countless other women, and who taught me to honour the cracks 

in the teacup. 

To My Brilliant Friend, Ionat Zurr for encouraging me to follow (my heart), and 

to Swallow (6.00pm Sunday).  

 

רה לאמא ואבא שלי.באהבה והוק מוקדש   

 

  



N i v a  K a s p i  P h D  D i s s e r t a t i o n  P a g e  8 | 195 

 

Authorship Declaration 

 

This thesis draws on the following sole-authored work that has been published.  

 

Details of the work: 

Kaspi, N. (2018, 20 March). Standing up for soul-searching Sydney Review of Books. Retrieved from 

https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/a-horse-walks-into-a-bar-david-grossman-review/ 

Location in thesis: 

Pages 24 and 81.  

 

 

 

Details of the work: 

Kaspi, N. (2017). David Grossman’s comic façade for some dark realities. World Literature Today. Retrieved 

from https://www.worldliteraturetoday.org/blog/cultural-cross-sections/david-grossmans-comic-facade-

some-dark-realities-niva-kaspi 

Location in thesis: 

Page 128.  

 

 

 

 

 

Signature:  

Date:  22 January 2020 

 

https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/a-horse-walks-into-a-bar-david-grossman-review/
https://www.worldliteraturetoday.org/blog/cultural-cross-sections/david-grossmans-comic-facade-some-dark-realities-niva-kaspi
https://www.worldliteraturetoday.org/blog/cultural-cross-sections/david-grossmans-comic-facade-some-dark-realities-niva-kaspi


N i v a  K a s p i  P h D  D i s s e r t a t i o n  P a g e  9 | 195 

 

Introduction  

 

If there is such a thing as a language of truth, a tensionless and even 
silent depository of the ultimate secrets for which all thought 
strives, then this language of truth is – this true language. And this 
very language, in whose divination and description lies the only 
perfection for which a philosopher can hope, is concealed in 
concentrated fashion in translations.  
(Benjamin, 2004, p. 259) 
 
But is it also conceivable that there be a language in which a person 
could write down or give voice to his inner experiences — his 
feelings, moods, and so on — for his own use? —– Well, can’t we do 
so in our ordinary language? — But that is not what I mean. The 89 
words of this language are to refer to what only the speaker can 
know — to his immediate private sensations. So another person 
cannot understand the language. 
(Wittgenstein, 2010, p. 95) 
 
 
Yes, man will have to be taken apart limb from limb. And that which 
is called “life” will have to be vivisected down to its finest fibers, and 
put under a microscope lens. In order to neutralize scientifically that 
which can no longer be withstood, like “murder,” for instance, or 
“love,” until they are at last deciphered and stopped from causing 
such “pain” and “anguish.” 
(Grossman, 1989, pp. 289-290) 
 

 
The notion that translation incurs a kind of loss persists in thoughts about 

translation proper, and in discourse on translation as a metaphor for the 

relationship between language and life. If translators’ reflections are afflicted by 

“the apologia and the lament” (Macdonald, 2003, p. 11), these are matched by 

the philosophers’ regret for the impossibility of making our “private language” 

(Wittgenstein, 2010, p. 99) understood by others. This problem is central to the 
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present study of the novel  אשה בורחת מבשורה [Isha borahat me’besora] 

(Grossman, 2008b), titled To the end of the land in Jessica Cohen’s English 

translation (Grossman, 2010). It is epitomised by a question posed by its 

protagonist, Ora, who is facing the insurmountable task of translating her 

beloved son into narrative: “how can you even describe and revive a whole 

person, flesh and blood, with only words—oh God, with only words?” 

(Grossman, 2010, p. 204). Indeed, David Grossman’s entire oeuvre – from 

fiction, through essays, to his political opinion columns and speeches - could be 

studied as a set of inquiries into the process of “transferring signs from the 

secret sphere of their formation into the public sphere of communication” 

(Lipsker-Albeck, 2012, pp. 214, my translation). His work can therefore be 

regarded as a series of experiments in overcoming the inherent trappings of 

language in this process of transference.   

Derrida approaches translational loss in “economic” terms, referring to an 

“insolvency” between the “property” and the “quantity” constituents of a text 

(2001, p. 178), a tension which Schleiermacher describes as between “ the 

burdensome too-much and a tormenting too-little” (2012, p. 48). However, 

Derrida also suggests that the ‘property’ problem can be addressed by similarly 

economical means of resource allocation. Everything is translatable, he 

suggests, given sufficient time and space for explications, elucidations, mimicry, 

or any other means of conveying the original proposition. This suggestion, I 

believe, is more idealistic than instructive, and hinges on a particular definition 

of translation as an exact replica of the original (Hermans, 2019). Nevertheless, 

this dissertation is inspired by the idea of unrestrained investment in 

elucidations, such as imagined by Nabokov to be a system of “copious footnotes, 

footnotes reaching up like skyscrapers to the top of this or that page” (Nabokov, 

2012, p. 125). Ora’s creation of a whole and vivid character out of numerous, 
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extraordinary-ordinary moments of “domestic trivia” (Melamed, 2008) which 

Grossman embeds in real history, accompanied by self-reflexive interjections, to 

the span of more than 600 pages, is similarly devoted to the project of 

replicating a subject through a meticulously-annotated narrative. Figure 1 is 

taken from an artwork by Goto (2017) titled Lost in Translation, in which the 

artist has created a visual representation of the process of translating her 

father’s work. It illustrates my own desire to enrich a translated text with an 

account of the deliberations and uncertainties of its composition.  

 

 

Figure 1 ‘Lost in Translation’ 

While Ora, Nabokov, and Goto are afforded the privilege of commenting 

extensively on the process of their own translation (and in this dissertation I 

regard Ora and other Grossman storytellers as translators), most publishers of 

contemporary translated fiction would not tolerate lengthy annotations or other 

conspicuous practices that draw the reader’s attention to the text’s 
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(un)translatability.  In adhering to the almost-unanimous calls for seamlessness 

in translated works, conventional translated texts inevitably conceal the 

nuances, indeterminacies, ambiguities, and at times impossibilities that are 

associated with the complex activity of reproducing a story in another language. 

Inspired by Nabokov’s “copious footnotes” (2012, p. 125), by Steiner’s call for 

“compensation” (2012, p. 160), and guided by Grossman, his characters, and his 

real translators, this study makes visible the translational activities that are 

involved in telling a particular story. Each chapter features a different 

collaborator in the construction of meaning: the author, the language, the 

novel’s protagonist, and the translator. Collectively, this dissertation amounts to 

an extensive, though not exhaustive, set of supplementary annotations to the 

novel. It acknowledges and celebrates, but also pushes against and stretches the 

limits of translatability.  

This study is anchored in literature or, more specifically, in a single novel that 

guides its literary investigation of author, character, and language. It includes a 

chapter that features my interviews with three translators of this novel 

(Birkenhauer, 2016; Jessica Cohen, 2017; Shomroni, 2016) as a way of asserting 

the translators’ rightful place within the novel’s discursive domain. The fact of 

their intervention – I argue (with the implicit support of both Ora and Grossman) 

- forms part of the untranslated, which is somewhat recovered here through 

giving the translators a voice and asserting their agency and effect.  The study 

thus trespasses on the field of translation studies where it finds, at times, the 

desired conceptual and metaphorical vocabulary to elucidate its argument. It 

responds to calls for scholarship of World Literature to be cognisant of “the 

importance of non-translation, mistranslation, incomparability and 

untranslatability” (Apter, 2013, p. 4), and for translators and the translational 
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activity to be made more visible (Venuti, 1995). It also willingly accepts the 

invitation to mingle with neighbouring disciplines (Bassnett, 2012).   

This dissertation thus regards translation and the original composition of a story 

as “twin operations” (Paz, 1986, p. 54), underpinned by similar urges and 

desires. Ora needs to recreate her son, Ofer, so she can bond him to his 

estranged father by “[making] his existence more alive and solid” (Grossman, 

2008a, p. 85).  A similar need to mediate, connect, and make the existence of an 

Other more lucid is also reflected in the words of the translators interviewed 

here, who speak of wanting to create a bridge between their two languages and 

cultures (Jessica Cohen, 2017; Shomroni, 2016). I sometimes liken the state of 

“living outside my language” (Birkenhauer, 2016) to a phantom pain that follows 

the amputation of my native Hebrew language from my existence in Australia. 

This native language, for me, is also “a stream of pictures, sounds, and smells” 

(Grossman, 2010, p. 264) that can never (but must always strive to) migrate to 

the new land. This project is therefore also my way of relieving this pain by 

narrowing the gap between the text’s two worlds, and by acknowledging – and 

sometimes delighting in - the inevitable occasional stumbles of such endeavour. 

In my overt mediating presence, I become party to the age-old debate, 

awakened by Venuti (1986) around translators’ (in)visibility. I position myself in 

the role of the visible “smuggler” (Tyulenev, 2010, p. 242), when I cross the 

normative boundaries of literary translation, bringing with me some of the illicit 

goods that for various (and often sound) reasons are deemed untranslatable. 

These include the elements inherent to the land, its people, and its language, 

and also some of what is identified here as Grossman’s ‘internal grammar’1, his 

idiolect, his recurring ideas, and pertinent elements within his biography. In 

 
1 A term I borrow from Grossman’s  ספר הדקדוק הפנימי [The Book of Internal Grammar] (Grossman, 1991), 
published in English as The Book of intimate grammar (Grossman, 1995) 
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much the same way that Grossman writes about the ineffable as a means to 

alleviate the human malaise of being predetermined by language, my study 

acknowledges the untranslated in order to compensate for that which cannot 

be conveyed in another language; in any language.  

David Grossman 

David Grossman (Jerusalem, 1954) is one of Israel’s most esteemed and 

celebrated authors. He is also a renowned public intellectual and a long-time 

advocate for a two-states solution that would end Israeli occupation in Gaza and 

the West Bank. Translated to more than 40 languages, Grossman is the recipient 

of numerous literary awards both locally and abroad, including the 2017 Man 

Booker International Prize, for A horse walks into a bar (2016), a prize shared 

with his translator, Jessica Cohen, and the Israel Prize for Literature (2018), 

which is the country’s most prestigious cultural honour. In its announcement of 

Grossman’s win, the Israel Prize Committee explained that: 

Since the 1980s, David Grossman has been claiming his position at the 
centre stage of Israeli culture as one of our most profound, moving and 
influential literary voices…He has presented us with a collection of 
masterpieces distinguished in their rich imagination, deep emotional 
wisdom, human sensitivity, a fierce moral stance, and a unique, multi-
faceted language. The translation of his work into dozens of languages has 
turned him into one of the most renowned, respected, and loved Israeli 
authors around the world.   
(Hay, 2018, my translation) 
 

Despite Grossman’s widely publicised views on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 

and his critique of the Israeli Government’s conduct in the Occupied Territories, 

To the end of the land was the author’s first significant and much anticipated 

fictional representation of the conflict. Grossman defines the book as a novel 

that “describes how the cruelty of the external situation invades the delicate, 
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intimate fabric of one family, ultimately tearing it to shreds” (2008a, p. 64), and 

this idea of an outer-public reality invading the private sphere is revisited in 

various forms throughout this dissertation. The novel tells the story of Ora, a 

soldier’s mother who flees her home in order to escape a visit from the Military 

Casualty Notification Unit whom she is convinced are about to deliver the news 

of her son’s, Ofer’s, death. As she travels on foot through the terrains of the 

Galilee with her companion, Avram, who is Ofer’s estranged biological father, 

Ora composes for Avram a portrait of the son he never knew, and this biography 

intertwines with Israel’s history of conflict. What has made the novel stand out 

in unsettling poignancy is that it seemed to have pre-empted Grossman’s tragic 

loss of his own son, Uri.  In 2006, Uri Grossman was killed while on duty in 

Lebanon during one of the IDF’s military operations and only a few days after 

Grossman and fellow literary-giants Amos Oz and AB Yehushua publicly called 

for a ceasefire. At the time of Uri’s death, Grossman had almost completed a full 

draft of To the end of the land (Grossman, 2010).  

Most critics allow Grossman’s personal tragedy into their response to the novel, 

finding the book has destabilised the boundaries between fiction and reality, 

and often reading the story as an allegory of the Biblical Akedah (Almog, 2016; 

Amihay, 2011; Milner, 2013; Peled, 2013) placing Grossman in the position of 

the sacrificial father. “This book was presented to us by a bereaved father, and 

I cannot rid myself of this knowledge” (Laor, 2008, my translation), says one 

critic, expressing what many would have felt at the time of reading the novel. 

Mintz agrees that: “the resumption and premonition of death suffuse the 

narrative framework of the novel—and, for grim extra-literary reasons, death is 

imprinted in the minds of readers” (Mintz, 2013b, p. 343). Grossman himself, in 

the Authors’ Notes published with the novel, seems to implicitly invite the 

readers to reflect on the relationship between Ora’s story and his own. This 
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dissertation similarly posits that, as established by Gluzman (2019), the non-

fictional narrative that surrounds this novel – the personal and national histories 

as well as the position of this novel within the author’s oeuvre  – are part of the 

‘unspoken’ that imbues the text with meaning which, I argue here, forms  part 

of the untranslated. Throughout this study, it will be made evident that, as noted 

by Peled, not only the fact of the bereaved father and his parallel fictional 

mother, but also Grossman’s greater body of work, including his speeches and 

his previous writing, inform the reception and interpretation of this novel 

(2013).  

Upon its publication, To the end of the land received almost instant – though not 

undisputed - canonical status, attracting both praise and criticism for its 

ambitious familial-political scope. Arriving during what has been described as 

the disillusioned, post-Oslo Agreement literary phase (Olmert, 2013), and into 

the political “escapist tendencies” of its time (Keren, 2015b, p. 247), the novel is 

clearly Grossman’s urgent call, if not for action, then for a thorough national self-

examination. Through the story of one panic-stricken soldier’s mother, 

Grossman, as described by Melamed: 

Confronts his readers, page after page, with the price of their wars, the 
price of their silences, the price of their collaboration with the “Matsav2” 
as it is transcribed…[It is] the closest thing to an anti-war novel ever 
written here. (2008, my translation) 

 

Despite its fleeing protagonist, which has been interpreted variously as an 

escape towards a new story  (Keren, 2015b), an awakening from ideological 

 
2 In Hebrew, ‘Ha’matsav’, is “the euphemism we use to define our bleeding existence in this land” (Shiffman, 

2013, p. 368). 
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paralysis (Benziman, 2008), a contemporary take on  Don Quixote (Golomb 

Hoffman, 2013), and an attempt to recover from an extended “shell-shock” 

(Peled, 2013), Ora’s efforts to blot out the political reality in Israel are also seen 

as ultimately futile  (Keren, 2015b; Melcer-Padon, 2012; Shiffman, 2013). Ora’s 

personal biography, as we learn through the course of the novel, has been 

inescapably shaped by the nation’s conflicts. Her hospitalisation as a teenager 

during the Six Day War leads to her fateful meeting with Ilan (who is to become 

her husband) and Avram.  Avram’s torture by his Egyptian captors during the 

Yom Kippur War is the pretext to the love-making episode in which Ofer is 

conceived. Ofer’s military service in the Occupied Territories triggers the 

beginning of Ora’s “private civil war” (Shiffman, 2013, p. 368) against the men 

in her family, and the military operation in Lebanon is the catalyst to her one-

woman walk-out at the centre of the novel. A more minor yet significant 

narrative thread accounts for the history of Ora’s relationship with her Arab-

Israeli taxi driver, Sami, which, as I will show in Chapter 2, the political conflict 

also ultimately manages to contaminate.  

“Politics”, as Grossman puts it, “is like acid here. No matter how many protective 

coatings you put on yourself, it eats through them” (Grossman, cited in Bronner, 

2010). It seems that only once we recognise this permeation can we become 

active agents in its resistance. The beginning of the overarching narrative, set in 

the present day 2000, is also the point when Ora becomes aware that the two 

domains she had thought of as separate – the national and the private – are 

hopelessly intertwined.  Ora’s movement towards the land thus enables her not 

only to avoid the death notice and abandon her part in the notification scene, 

but also to end her  ‘linguistic paralysis’ (Benziman, 2008) and begin to formulate 

a counter-narrative to – or a retranslation of - the prevailing, national one 

glorifying the sacrificial fallen-soldier. Whether or not this act will save Ofer is a 
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question that is unanswered in the novel’s ambiguous ending, though the reality 

presented through the Author’s Notes offers a resoundingly grim resolution. The 

fact that the Situation remains unaltered by the end of the novel is for Keren a 

testimony to Ora’s ultimate failure (2015b). However, for Mintz, Ora’s narrative 

and the act of telling her story are a form of triumphant “moral resistance” 

(2013b), which Shiffman interprets as a similarly optimistic demonstration of the 

power of words to shield and preserve (2013).  Grossman, it seems, suggests 

that whilst the national and personal shall be forever entwined, storytelling – 

the imagination – has the capacity to transform both the teller and her 

surroundings, and a retranslation of a stagnant tale can begin to divert its 

course. 

In To the end of the land, translational complexities are present both as themes 

and as linguistic features - both as philosophical and as methodological 

problems - making this text amenable to analysis of, and experimentation with, 

its (un)translatability. Reflecting a postmodern sensibility that views fiction as a 

means of performing, enacting, and contemplating theory (Currie, 1998), 

Grossman continues here his exploration of the relationship between language 

and perception and his questioning of the role of storytelling and literature in 

life. His characters negotiate and discuss language and storytelling, they struggle 

to find the right words for their sensations, and the author provides them with 

a unique idiolect with which to represent and overcome these struggles.  In so 

doing, themes and methods in Grossman’s novel mirror the plights of real 

translators, who also grapple with notions concerning ineffability and the 

absence of equivalence.  

This study thus identifies the similarities between the roles, aspirations, and 

experiences of the author, the character, and the translator, as they are each 
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confronted with a task regarded here as translational.  Translation studies’ 

“fictional turn” (Vieira 1995, cited in Long, 2013) has inspired my own turning 

towards the novel itself to extract some of the themes and ideas that frame this 

study. While the fictional turn most frequently involves studies of fictional 

characters who translate between languages, or representation of translation 

proper in fiction, I shall demonstrate here how this concept can be equally 

instructive when extended to more implicit translators who, like Ora, present 

problems and themes identical to those presented by actual translators.  In 

doing so, I regard author and character as translators and, conversely, reflect on 

how real translators emulate the experiences of the protagonist, Ora. 

Guided by the novel itself, I propose here that asking whether or not a 

translation can be equivalent to an original is analogous to questioning the 

capacity of language to replicate life. Benjamin supports this analogy in his 

determination that “just as the manifestations of life are intimately connected 

with the phenomenon of life without being of importance to it, a translation 

issues from the original – not so much from its life as from its afterlife (2004, p. 

254). Put differently by poet-translator Peter Cole, since every telling is 

secondary to the thing it renders, translation is as unrelated to its original 

subject as writing itself (cited in Joshua Cohen, 2015). Not only this, but, as 

Spivak clarifies, “language is not everything. It is only a vital clue to where the 

self loses its boundaries” (2012, p. 313), and this threshold between the self and 

its linguistic façade is a space favoured by many of Grossman’s narrators, who 

constantly question language’s capacity to account for the “abracadabra realms 

we feel inside which nobody dares to touch" (Grossman, 1989, p. 440). 

Grossman and his fictional storytellers thus reflect on aspects and on degrees of 

equivalences, often occupying various positions along the 

translatability/untranslatability scale or juggling a number of seemingly-
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contradictory propositions simultaneously. In 'עיין ערך: 'אהבה  [Ayen erekh: 

‘ahava’] (Grossman, 1986)3, scientist Aharon Marcus spends a lifetime naming 

and classifying the spectrum of human emotions in his little notebook, at the 

same time as overarching narrator, Shlomo, tries to “express the inexpressible” 

(Abramovich, 2010, p. 78) horrors of the Holocaust. In To the end of the land, 

Ora questions the capacity of her story to account for “the fullness of life” 

(Grossman, 2010, p. 72) that, for Ora, “exists outside of or prior to language” 

(Golomb Hoffman, 2013, p. 313), asking how can sensations, emotions, flashes 

of memories, and other events of the mind, body or heart be replicated “with 

only words?” (Grossman, 2010, p. 204).  

 

The ‘how’ in the above question is as pragmatic – seeking a method - as it is an 

exasperated rhetorical ‘how?!’ protesting the “prison-house of language” 

(Jameson, 1972) within which the human experience is entrapped. Russian 

formalist Jakobson offers the practical, positivist reply that “all cognitive 

experience and its classification is conveyable in any existing language. 

Whenever there is deficiency, terminology may be qualified and amplified by 

loan-words or loan-translations, neologisms or semantic shifts, and finally, 

circumlocutions”(2012, p. 128). This is further supported by Eco, who notes that 

“while there is not absolute synonymy for lexical items, different sentences in 

different languages can express the same proposition” (Eco, 2001, p. 10). Put 

differently, if “the meaning of a sign… is its effect”, and “we produce signs to 

influence other people” (Wittgenstein & Waismann, 2003, p. 339), then the 

effect may be replicated through substitute signs and therefore reasonably 

effable and translatable (Jakobson, 2012, p. 129). Translation thus becomes the 

activity of replacing one set of codes with another in order to express an 

 
3 published in B. Rosenberg’s English translation, titled See Under: Love (Grossman, 1989) 
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equivalent proposition. The idea of equivalence has sparked a range of scholarly 

refinements and qualifications such as Nida’s “Formal” and “dynamic 

equivalences” (2012, pp. 149-150), Newmark’s “semantic/communicative 

equivalences” (1988, p. 39) and Toury’s  “relevant equivalence” (1983) to name 

a few. Clearly, “Defining the nature and condition of translation equivalence”, 

as Catford notes (1965, pp. 20-21), has been, and continues to be a core, a 

dominant concern within the discipline. In recent years, the push to come up 

with precise, empirical models of equivalences has been further boosted by 

developments in the field of machine translation, and although these still largely 

require human intervention, the coveted automaton that will replicate a 

human’s command of language may be – at least as some would have us believe 

- only a matter of time.  

 

Such a project, to turn “a private feeling to a public rule” (Eco, 2001, p. 11) by 

squeezing our idiosyncratic, ineffable being into a system of pre-existing codes, 

however, is a source of anguish to most Grossman protagonists, as well as to 

many practising translators. Ora is certainly resigned to the fact that, despite all 

efforts, her account of Ofer, as told to Avram, cannot replicate “the fullness of 

life” (Grossman, 2010, p. 337) that is their son, and she exclaims, in frustration, 

at the end of the novel, “Who is Ofer? Ofer is just words to you” (p. 647). Even 

the fictional scientist and emotions-classifier, Marcus, is likely to ask, what of 

those sensations and feelings that have not yet been named? Is the human 

experience destined to be reduced to language? Marcus concludes that: 

If [people] ever experienced a powerful new feeling, they would not know 
what to do with it and would either repress it or wrongfully assign it to an 
already familiar feeling with a designation of its own. And in this way, 
through laziness and negligence and fear as well, would deprive it of its 
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original significance…and its beckoning calls, its demands. Its subtleties of 
pleasure and its dangers. 
(Grossman, 1989, p. 441) 

Schleiermacher agrees that once a feeling becomes a thought, it has already 

been translated (2012, p. 43), and, as such, since it no longer retains its original 

form, it becomes a kind of mis-translation. Not only this, but as Steiner notes, 

and I elaborate in Chapter 4, “there are actions of the spirit rooted in silence. It 

is difficult to speak of these, for how should speech justly convey the shape and 

vitality of silence?” (1961, p. 187).  

 

The private feeling that Eco speaks of, as many translators would attest, is also 

an assortment of instincts, intuitions, urges, and other intangible signals which, 

in the process of interpreting the source text, are not easily traced to the printed 

word. Robinson, in his influential text, The translator’s turn (1991) argues – and 

my interviews confirm this - that these intangibles must be allowed into the 

practitioner’s toolbox alongside dictionaries and lexicons. These 

“psychosomatic” or embodied responses to the text, as I argue in this 

dissertation, and with Grossman’s implicit support, at times derive from what 

lies just beyond the printed word: an intimacy between translator and subject, 

a connection to the author’s biography and oeuvre, an empathic response to the 

protagonist, and the ‘flirtatious’ (Derrida, 2001) interaction between the 

language of the author and that of the translator. These, too, become part of 

the untranslated, for they are either ineffable within any known language, or are 

deemed unacceptable in reproduction, for aesthetic-stylistic reasons.    

Defamiliarization   

Language, for Grossman, must resist the lure of pre-existing templates of 

equivalences if it wishes to thrive when representing the singularity of (each) 
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human experience. The author’s way of filling the “gap between being and 

saying” (Genette, 1982, p. 93) is to make strange what has become stale, 

reductive, or imprecise in language and in narrative, and in Chapter 2 I explore 

some of the challenges that Grossman’s particular mode of doing so present to 

translating this novel. Shklovsky points to our ‘automized’ response to things 

that have been “packaged” or presented to us in familiar, nominal signs (2015, 

p. 161). He suggests that “this thing we call art exists in order to restore the 

sensation of life, in order to make us feel things, in order to make a stone stony” 

(p. 162). Committed to such artistic defamiliarization or “enstrangement4” 

(Shklovsky, 2015, p. 162), Grossman’s literary inventiveness has become his 

defining feature, and his virtuosic linguistic prowess, particularly in this novel, 

has been the subject of both praise and criticism (Segal, 2008). Over the years 

Grossman’s readers have come to “expect the unexpected” when it comes to 

his imaginative attempts “to showcase an ineffable ‘real’” (Kaspi, 2018), be it 

through a surprising form, language, plot, or point of view: A childhood trauma 

concealed within the template of a stand-up comedy routine, a character who 

speaks the Haskalah Hebrew of the Eighteenth Century, a yoga teacher who 

interprets her young student’s body, and most characteristically, the various 

child-protagonists with their expansive psychic vocabulary. Grossman deploys 

every literary device at his disposal – genre, language, theme, character, 

dialogue – to the enstrangement cause.  

My dissertation thus considers the different ways in which Grossman performs 

these enstrangements and defamiliarizations within this novel. Self-reflection, 

narration, and dialogue are the most overt methods of drawing attention to 

language, as I expand on in Chapter 3. Neologisms, alliterations, and 

 
4 The expression was coined and meticulously explained in the notes by Shklovsky’s translator, Alexandra 
Berlina. 
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onomatopes, as well as accents and registers, as I show in Chapter 2, are often 

embedded or coded into the text to draw attention to the physical constituents 

of language. The underlying motif to which Grossman returns throughout his 

career, and which also guides this dissertation, is a preoccupation with the 

contest between body and spirit/mind, or form and substance, and the role of 

language in representing, contesting, as well as performing these dichotomies.  

The substance is the form  

Language is often said to be made up of an innate “seed” (Benjamin, 2004, p. 

259),  “kernel” (Chomsky, 1969, p. 17), or other such imagery intended on 

depicting a proposition, idea, or concept concealed within the more superficial 

façade of an utterance. For Benjamin,  this “nucleus”, or “ ultimate essence”, is 

a “pure language” (2004, p. 255) which may be traced in known languages only 

in its “hidden and fragmentary” (Benjamin, 2004, p. 261) or “embryonic form” 

(2004, p. 255).  This idea resonates with Grossman, who is driven by a desire to 

touch this nucleus as well as to speak of it and to formulate a language for it.  

For Grossman, language is the “soul prints” (Grossman, 2001, p. 14) that abide 

by the rules of an ‘internal grammar’ arising from our innermost “luz5”. As 

Benziman notes, “nothing is more ‘Grossman’ than the drama of the inner voice” 

(2008, my translation), a voice which must be broadcasted to the world in 

language (Ben-Dov, 2013).  In seeking to “expose [himself] to the individuality 

and life of another person, to his most elemental inner workings, in their 

unprocessed, primordial form” (Grossman, 2008a, p. 31), Grossman strives to 

create a language that echoes this primordial singularity. Thus, as he links voice 

to the inner essence of the luz, Grossman implicitly rejects the metaphoric 

 
5 The Luz is an Aramaic term which, according to Jewish tradition, refers to an indestructible bone in the body - 
possibly a vertebrae - believed to be the site of the body’s potential resurrection (Shaviv, 1998). Grossman 
elaborates on his interest in the concept of the Luz in a number of literary works and interviews.  
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“shell” (Steiner, 2012, p. 157) that renders superficial or disposable the outer 

manifestation of this core. He challenges the widely accepted notion that  “the 

bond between the signifier and the signified is arbitrary” (de Saussure, 1960, p. 

67) by insisting on foregrounding the physical constituents of language in order 

to precisely establish such a bond between the material term and the thing it 

refers to. In other words, the author perceives ‘form’ –the human body, the 

sound of a word, the landscape – as a crucial dimension of meaning, rather than 

removed from it.  

Turning to our fictional scholar once again, Marcus (Grossman, 1989), it is clear 

that Grossman is keen on complicating the relationship between a term and 

what it refers to.  Marcus is a lapsed alchemist who, following the death of his 

wife, takes on himself the project of detecting, recording, and classifying the full 

range of human emotions.  His research has finally led him to conclude that form 

(language) and substance (emotion) are intertwined and, within this 

observation, language is at the root of human emotional or cognitive deficiency:   

It was clear to him from the start that the fault lay in language: that people 
were trained to feel only what they could name. That if they ever 
experienced a powerful new feeling, they would not know what to do with 
it and would either repress it or wrongfully assign it to an already familiar 
feeling with a designation of its own. 
(Grossman, 1989, p. 441) 

Grossman strives to escape these familiar and convenient templates, which he 

finds humiliating and reductive (Grossman, 2008a). As an author, he wishes to 

avoid the misrepresentation that takes place when, as Steiner warns, “language 

has been severed from the roots of moral and emotional life, when it has 

become ossified with clichés, unexamined definitions, and left-over words” 

(Steiner, 1961, p. 205). What makes these tendencies to be particularly resistant 
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to translation is that Grossman uses language itself, and often its specific 

physical constituents, in order to both overcome and perform these problems.  

Coding meaning into the form and shape of language poses a problem for 

translators, since translation necessitates a transformation of form – of the 

word, the expression, the syntax -  with the possible risk that  “shorn of its 

primary verbal existence, the original text will not be able to soar and to sing” 

(Nabokov, 2012, p. 119). With an author who places such great emphasis on the 

physical constituents of meaning, whose writing gargles and moans and 

yammers and chirps and hums, and who frequently selects and makes up words 

for their sonic properties, their texture, and for their playful affinity with other 

words, separating the ‘sense’ from the ‘letter’ can become problematic. The 

name Ofer is one of many example of a word that is coded with numerous 

possible meanings, some discussed in the text and others more implicit6. This 

challenge is amplified when working within current conventions that are skewed 

in favour of the text’s innate spirit (Le Blanc, 2012) or its intellectual or 

emotional – rather than sensual or somatic - effect on the reader, and that, as 

Kamuf notes, measure quality according to the translation’s ‘seamless’ fluency 

(2015). In the case of Grossman’s texts, the implications of these industry-

conventions has meant that, for example, instances in which the author 

manipulates the mechanics of the Hebrew root system for particular effect, as I 

 
6 Ora explains she picked the name Ofer [hart] from a line in the Song of Songs ‘My love is like a young hart’ 
which Cohen has wisely transliterated with “Domeh dodi le’Ofer ayalim” (Grossman, 2010, p. 326). Other 
meaning given in the text is the homophonic resemblance to the English word ‘Offer’, which alludes to the 
sacrifice – offering -  made by the mother. Ora adds that it is “a very Israeli name…like khoref, winter, and 
boker, morning” and Avram thinks it sounds “like osher, happiness” (Grossman, 2010, p. 329). Also, the word 
 is spelled the same as ‘Ofer’ when written in on-diacritical Hebrew, and in some instances in [earth, soil] עפר 
the text this visual identity can provoke an alternative interpretation.  
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show in Chapter 2, are often rendered untranslatable and must find other means 

of being exported to the English reader (Jessica Cohen, 2017).  

Considering the way in which many novelists similarly use language in order to 

perform its own immutability (one could even argue that all good literature 

should strive to do this), it is curious that much of the scholarly criticism on how 

this problem of form should be handled in translation focuses exclusively on the 

translation of poetry. Translation of poetry has received more attention within 

the discipline than any other literary genre (Bassnett, 2014), yet, as will be 

shown in this study of Grossman, many novels utilise poetic devices in a way 

that renders this arbitrary line drawn between poetry and prose unhelpful or 

redundant. One justification offered by Paz for this distinction is that “meaning 

tends to be univocal in prose, whereas one of the characteristics of poetry…, and 

possibly its chief quality, is that it retains the several meanings of a word”  (1986, 

p. 54). However, in this dissertation I will continue to provide numerous 

examples where a word is imbued by multiple meanings and interpretive 

possibilities which make the reformulation of the word equally complex and 

demands similarly creative interventions by the translator.  My study argues for, 

and at times experiments with, a translation of prose that retains its poetic 

properties, often by making visible some of the original features of the text.  

The convention of invisible or seamless translations has been challenged over 

the years and for a range aesthetic, epistemological or ideological reasons. Such 

unconventional translations are often labelled either ‘experimental’ or ‘radical’ 

and are the exception which nevertheless may seek to influence the norm. 

Badiou’s modernising, “hypertranslation” of Plato’s Republic is cited as an 

example of a more controversial work (Apter, 2013) which, in the words of  

Badiou’s translator, “transforms the Republic into something startlingly new by 
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expanding, reducing, updating, and dramatizing it” (Badiou, 2012). Translations 

of the Sufi poet Rumi have been said to banish Islam from the poems in order to 

make them more agreeable for readers in the West (Ali, 2017). Pound’s 

‘translations’ of Cathay from a language he was not proficient in has invested 

the poet-translator with an authorship that may be seen as unmerited and 

ethically dubious. Stein’s enhancive translation of Houellbecqu from French to 

English has, at least for one critic, “translated [houellbecque] into a great writer” 

(Delistrary, 2015). Another example is in Algerian-Italian author’s Amara 

Lakhous’ self-translation in which both the Arabic and Italian versions are bound 

into a single book, meet each other at the centre, and challenge ideas of 

authorship and originality, utilising the physical book as metaphor for cultural 

intersection and departure (Wilson, 2017).    

While the above ‘liberal’ examples boast the fact of their translation, the more 

conservative ‘literal’ translator can be just as visible within the translated work. 

Heralding the literalist camp is Nabokov who, in his particular method of 

pledging loyalty to the source – in this case Pushkin’s Onegin - has produced a 

translation that is so heavily annotated it has been branded “hardly readable” 

(Damrosch, 2012, p. 419), with one critic describing Nabokov’s version as that 

of an “angry, disgusted parent, using the [target language] text to castigate the 

receptor for not having read the text in the original” (Robinson, 1991, p. xvi). In 

the face of such critique, defiant Nabokov outlined his plans for a future revision: 

I think I shall turn it entirely into utilitarian prose, with a still bumpier 
brand of English, rebarbative barricades of square brackets and tattered 
banners of reprobate words, in order to eliminate the last vestiges of 
bourgeois poesy and concession to rhythm. This is something to look 
forward to. For the moment, all I wish is merely to put on record my utter 
disgust with the general attitude, amoral and Philistine, towards 
literalism. 
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(Nabokov, cited in Funke Butler, 2012) 

Nabokov’s “highly visible” translation, despite the ferocious criticism it has 

attracted, continues to inspire contemporary practitioners such as Wright (2013, 

p. 24) who see merit in sacrificing the rhymes of the original for a more loyally 

contextualised translation.  Whilst I am undoubtedly less averse to translators’ 

creativity than Nabokov, I am rather drawn to his commitment to the literal as 

it seems to me a way of preserving, in the translation, some of the physical 

constituents and the ambience of the Hebrew language as well as the ‘internal 

grammar’ of the original author. Nabokov’s unrestrained annotations also invite 

into the literary work many of the historical and cultural details that enrich 

interpretation.  

Visibility  

Translational methods – both literal and liberal - that draw attention to the 

presence and work of a translator are still regarded as problematic. The decision 

whether to translate, transliterate, or not to translate at all is often linked to a 

value judgement as to what makes a ‘good’ translation (Large, 2019), and this 

judgement is subject to fluctuating views around aesthetics, readability, target 

audience, marketability and other variants. The current prevailing bias, as noted, 

continues to strive towards a translation that submits or is domesticated 

(Venuti, 1998) into the target language. A translator’s choice to mimic, say, a 

neologism in the target language – if it did manage to escape the editor’s red 

pen – may be mocked as ‘translationese’, as would literal translations of some 

idiomatic expressions or a replication of a peculiar sentence structures. Even 

words and phrases that are strange or unfamiliar in the source language are 

likely to morph into a more common expression in their new home so as to 

become ‘naturalised’. As such, conventions that tend to favour the reader and 
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target language may in the process of translation sacrifice the enstrangement of 

the original for the sake of fluent and uninterrupted readability. Thus, despite 

the wide recognition, in academia, that translations should resist a text’s full 

assimilation into the target language and culture by preserving an element of 

difference (Damrosch, 2012, p. 426), translators who do so may be exposed to 

greater criticism by those who may regard their effect as a sign of incompetence.  

Consequently, within a convention in which  “the disappearance of the fact and 

the act of translation functions as a prime measure of its worth, of its being a 

‘good’ or ‘bad’ translation” (Kamuf, 2015, p. 3), mainstream translators are not 

commonly afforded the same privileges authors have in making their mediation 

or effect on the text known. This asymmetrical attitude towards storytellers and 

translators is somewhat curious and now well-noted in academia (Baker, 2000; 

Hermans, 1996; Venuti, 1995), yet the effect of the professional translator’s 

style on the translated text has yet to be comprehensively studied (Baker, 2000), 

and the translator remains excluded from most narratological models (Hermans, 

1996). Thus, despite recognition of the influence of translator’s style, 

background, feelings, and world views on the translational activity (Doyle, 1991; 

Rajagopalan, 2004; Kathleen  Shields & Clarke, 2011; Sun, 2014), and the general 

concession that perfect equivalences between languages are impossible, 

translators are still being taught, as noted by Kamuf, to aim for “a fluidity in the 

target language sufficient to foster a certain illusion in the reader: that he or she 

is reading the original language, which is also his or her own language” (2015, p. 

3). Under such instruction, translators “become enablers of the collective 

illusion that the world speaks and writes in one’s own language. They are thus 

the (trained) agents of their own marginalization and disappearance” (Kamuf, 

2015, p. 3). Not only this, but as Scappettone warns, such practices  “[present] 

‘world literature’ … as a monolithic phenomenon without deliberating on the 
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aesthetic and political intervention of translation” (Almeida, 2018).  With these 

pertinent notions in mind, my dissertation presents a case for a greater visibility 

and transparency which may challenge our existing aesthetic idea of what makes 

a good translation. I suggest that making explicit the processes, thoughts, and 

feelings that go into the text’s transformation adds to our understanding of what 

can and cannot be replicated not only between languages, but also, as Ora 

shows us, between an experience and its verbal articulation.  

Still, we must try 

Untranslatability is a highly contested term that has been fuelling some 

passionate debates.  Mundt accuses the deconstructionists with “using a 

deliberately narrow definition of translation” to “advance a postmodern 

ideology” that views translation as an impossibility (2019, p. 87), and Gramling 

describes untranslatability as an “affront” that is demeaning to the work of 

professional translators (2019, p. 105). These somewhat defensive attitudes are 

understandable considering the low status still attributed to the profession, as I 

note in Chapter 4. There are, on the other hand, scholars who use this term not 

to eliminate the possibility of translation altogether, but rather to foster a 

curiosity towards those instances in which “translation into one language or 

another creates a problem” (Cassin, 2004, p. 29). Also, as Carson points out, 

“there is something maddeningly attractive about the untranslatable, about a 

word that goes silent in transit” (2008). The overwhelming notion that 

translation must endure some such silences needs to be acknowledged, studied, 

lamented but also celebrated, since such failure – as Grossman works tirelessly 

to remind us - reaffirms our singularity as people whose unique, authentic 

language cannot be replicated or automated. This surely makes the presence 

and skill of the human translator all the more crucial.  Translators can and should 

continue to strive for loyalty to the rendered subject, in whichever way this 
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loyalty is understood, “not because it’s possible” as Spivak says, “but because 

one must try” (2001, p. 14). She adds that “to be only critical, to defer action 

until the production of the utopian translator, is impractical” (2012, p. 314), and 

this is supported by Fitzgerald’s more colourful assertation that “the live dog” is 

better than “the dead lion” (E. Honig, 1975, p. 368). Urged by the need to 

compose her son’s story, Ora agrees that her task is “impossible, but still, that’s 

what I need to do for him now” (Grossman, 2010, pp. 330-331), and I concur.  

* 

When Ora realises that the political narrative threatens to engulf all others, she 

uses her own, vivid and enduring portrait of her son to ward off both the hourly 

beeps of radio news broadcasts and the State-sanctioned rhetoric of the fallen 

soldier. Her story, as always in Grossman, is one that strives to capture, in both 

content and form,  “the secret, the tremble of singularity” (Grossman, 2016, p. 

63) that redeems individuals from becoming a faceless mass of hollow and 

uniformed figures. This, in essence, is Grossman’s ongoing pursuit; to deliver his 

human characters from the fate of ordinary anonymity. Whether he interviews 

every-day Palestinians for his nonfiction essays (Grossman, 1988), enters the 

imaginative mind of a pre-pubescent  boy (Grossman, 1995), or composes an 

alternative afterlife to the brutal real murder of Jewish author Bruno Schultz 

(Grossman, 1989), his stories strive not only to make sense of reality, but also to 

capture this reality in a proper language, as well as to resist the so-called ‘reality’ 

presented to us as natural.  

Since, with Grossman, as has already been noted, one can never fully distil 

ideological urges from creative ones, the author strives towards the same de-

automatization in his writing about the political reality in Israel that he does in 

his fiction. In fact, the approach to language that is so much a feature of his 
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literary style also guides his thinking on the conflict, such as when he calls for 

new forms of dialogue and different modes of seeing and representing an 

‘enemy’ Other: 

From experience I can say that the language used by the citizens of a 
conflict to describe their situation becomes flatter and flatter as the 
conflict goes on, gradually evolving into a series of clichés and 
slogans…The process eventually seeps into the private, intimate language 
of the citizens (even if they vehemently deny it).  
(Grossman, 2008a, p. 61) 

In this dissertation, I keep reflecting on the way in which Grossman constantly 

weaves the political reality into the literary realm, and how many of his 

aesthetic, literary, philosophical and linguistic observations tend to intersect 

with the more concrete political context of the story’s time and place.   

 

To sum up, in this Introductory chapter I outline a number of recurring themes 

that form this particular study of To the end of the land. The dissertation 

interweaves these various ideas together for the simple reason that they seem 

to inevitably converge in Grossman. History and biography are fictionalised in 

order to challenge conventional presentation of what is ‘factual’. Life interacts 

with language in a way that is both confrontational and mutually affectionate. 

form struggles for dominance over substance in an indeterminate hierarchical 

contest. Then, there is the (maybe) biographical portraiture of the son’s body, 

soul and language, which at times breaks away from the literary in order to make 

unequivocal political statement.  In terms of its structure, whilst the dissertation 

may appear to be neatly segregating the novel’s various meaning-making 

agents, this will prove to be a useful fiction; a loose structure which allows for a 

fusion of themes in a way that takes its cues from the author and his work.    
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Finally, I propose through this dissertation that since the ‘illusion’ of an absent 

mediator is largely a stylistic choice based on ever-changing conventions, we 

could entertain other choices that may more openly and overtly disclose the 

text’s exciting evolution into another language. Translators’ reflections and 

comments  can not only show the “progressive loss of cultural specificity and 

diversity”(Varney, p. 48), but also, and more pertinent to this study, the 

“instances in which meaning has not been reproduced within the translation 

proper” (Varney, p. 47). Not only this, but ‘notes’ that pertain to the text’s 

translatability and that shape and colour its meaning can also, as I demonstrate 

in this study, be derived out of constructing more of the original’s DNA into a 

target text that is welcoming of its predecessor’s idiosyncrasies. Criticism and 

scholarly work can also help locate the text’s tactile elements, its position within 

the local environment, and its resonance within its native community of readers. 

Perhaps, as I propose here, a greater interaction between theorists and 

practitioners of translation may allow both to join in on the lively cast of 

annotators, explicators, and recreators that make up a broader text, so that the 

translation can boast its mutation and reveal its past life without shame.  
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Noteworthy points on structure and method  

 

1. Due to my Hebrew-English proficiency, I focus my analysis around 

translation between these two languages. However, many of the points 

made in this dissertation concern general translational matters that are 

not target-language specific and hence affect any translation. This notion 

will be evident in my interviews with the translators of this novel into the 

German and Italian languages.  

 

2. Throughout the dissertation, sample texts appear either in their English 

translation, in Hebrew letters or transliterated. Where available and 

appropriate, this dissertation uses existing translations of the texts 

discussed. At times, to demonstrate a point, to reveal or to compensate 

for some of what may have been left on the metaphorical cutting-room 

floor, I include my own translations, annotations, or transliterations. From 

time to time, pondering on this or that choice, I pose rhetorical questions 

to the translator. I concur with Jacobs’ position that scholars’ revisions of  

existing translations is morally problematic, as it perpetuates the idea that 

the translated text is inferior to an original and as such can be liberally 

reformulated (2018),  so I have endeavoured to only do so if necessary to 

make a particular point.  

Sources that have been published in Hebrew only are listed in their 

Hebrew title on the list of Works Cited. Within the text, I have added ‘my 

translation’ to longer quotations from these sources. Transliterations are 
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written according to the guidelines published by the Hebrew Academy  

(The Academy of the Hebrew Language, n.d.). 

 

3. Many of the footnotes in this dissertation are used to model the kind of 

enhancive or visible translation I endorse throughout the study. They 

come to elucidate meaningful details: sounds, contexts, problems, and 

other features of the original text that are not carried over to the 

translation. Whilst annotations are widely used in certain scholarly texts 

and – perhaps more extravagantly – in experimental postmodernist 

writing, this study argues for a more lenient approach to annotation in 

mainstream translated fiction as well. In doing so, I endeavour to make 

visible the effect of the translator, and restore meaning in some of those 

“instances in which meaning has not been reproduced within the 

translation proper” (Varney, p. 47).   

 

4. I would like to make it unambiguously clear that at no time does this study 

set out to criticise Cohen’s English translation of this novel, which I 

consider masterly. Cohen is manifestly reader-focused (Jessica Cohen, 

2017), is working in collaboration with both an author and an editor, and 

within a market that has particular stylistic conventions for its mainstream 

published fiction. Rather, my own translations and analysis may at times 

demonstrate the stylistic problems of the visible translation I endorse, 

and the questions I pose actually come to highlight the translator’s 

influence on a text and the numerous decisions she must make as she 

deliberates on the best possible solution out of a multitude of options. In 

explicating or presenting an alternative for a particular term I hope I help 
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the reader imagine more sharply the term as it is perceived in the original 

language.  

 

5. Although this study does not have it in its scope to identify a typical 

Grossman reader, it is nevertheless useful, when writing or translating, to 

be mindful and considerate of target readership. In this dissertation, this 

reader is loosely envisaged as an Anglophone reader with a non-

specialised knowledge of Israel, of Grossman, or of the Hebrew language. 

In this, I intentionally err on the side of a non-denominational readership 

although I am aware this may not always be the case7 particularly when it 

comes to Grossman’s English translations. Having said this, a reader with 

a native’s knowledge of Israel and of the Hebrew language may enjoy the 

convenience of direct access to the original text, and may –  as proof to 

my argument – benefit from privileged access to some un-translatables.   

 

6. I must acknowledge that my analysis of Grossman’s language, particularly 

in Chapter 2, draws on some linguistic terminology but only in so far as 

these enhance my points that are concerned with interpretation of 

meaning. I pause on certain words to explored some of “the networks to 

which the word belongs” (Cassin, 2004, p. 28), but it is not within the 

scope of this current study to conduct a thorough linguistic analysis of 

Grossman’s language, although I do draw on the interesting research 

done by Melcer-Padon (2012) and Stein (2006), and recognise the value 

of further work in this area. 

 

 
7 There are indications that some Hebrew literature translated into English considers US Jewry as its audience 
(Mintz, 2001), but I prefer to visualise a broader audience group for the discussion to apply (also) to non-
English markets.  
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7. In the course of writing this dissertation, I have worked as a freelance 

translator, from Hebrew to English, on a number of creative projects. 

While this experience is not directly connected to the dissertation, it has 

contributed to my first-hand understanding of the translational activity 

and thus informs this study in various ways. For example, my work on  a 

book of graphic literature for adults titled On third thought (Katz, 2017)  

made me reflect on the connection between language and the visual-

concrete image, a theme that intersected with Grossman’s ongoing 

deliberation on the connection between form and substance. My work 

has also enabled me to experience the mysterious intimacy with another’s 

language, which is discussed further in Chapter 4. Being part of a network 

of translators and editors to/from Hebrew has been a source of 

inspiration and knowledge, and provided me with insights into the 

conventions, the daily deliberations, anxieties, frustrations, and successes 

of colleagues. Undoubtedly, many of the ideas gleaned through these 

experiences have found their way into this dissertation.  

 

8. The interviews with Birkenhauer and Shomroni were conducted in 

Hebrew and translated by me. With Cohen, English was the main language 

used throughout the interview, though we occasionally reverted to 

Hebrew to discuss particular examples.  The interviews were conducted 

as an open conversation of around two hours each, and I used guiding 

questions to focus these conversations around three topics: Grossman’s 

idiolect, the experience of translating To the end of the land, and general 

reflections on translation from Hebrew. All three women have translated 

other significant work by Grossman, and this has provided a rare 
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opportunity to learn more about the particular relationship formed 

between the translators, author, and language over time. As a result of 

these conversations, I was moved towards an even greater commitment 

to making translators and their effect more visible, and I was also able to 

identify some phases in the translator’s work which have informed the 

discussion in Chapter 4, and some language-specific challenges that are 

further analysed in Chapter 2. The interviews are stored as audio 

recordings, and I also have in my possession a transcript of the three 

interviews minus the ‘off-record’ and irrelevant comments.  
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Chapter Plan 

 

The structure of this dissertation reflects my approach to ‘invite’ each of the 

novel’s meaning-collaborators to provide a different perspective on translation 

within and of the novel. In the following four distinct chapters, I focus on these 

aspects of the text that I deem significant to the construction of meaning within 

the particular novel and its translation. The life and work of the author, 

Grossman, opens this study to introduce some of the major themes that are to 

follow. An analysis of Grossman’s Hebrew and its translatability follows to 

present some of the unique challenges that this text presents to translation. 

Then, a reading of the protagonist, Ora, regards the ways she negotiates her 

existential translational task, and how she approaches the more philosophical 

and ideological functions of her narrative. I continue with a chapter that studies 

the various aspects of professional translators’ (in)visibility, recognising the 

translators as significant and creative mediators. In the conclusion, I deliberate 

on the possibility of a visible translation as I sum-up the dissertation’s role as a 

compilation of translators’ notes that accompany the test.   

Chapter 1 – The Author   

The first chapter provides relevant contextual details in Grossman’s biography, 

his writing, and some critical engagement with his work, emphasising the 

inherent bond between Grossman’s political activism, his personal biography, 

and his literary themes. The chapter begins with a chronological account of 

Grossman’s major works leading to the long-anticipated arrival of To the end of 

the land.  I then move to an in-depth analysis of the themes that recur in 
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Grossman’s body of work, focusing on  two major novels, See Under: Love 

(Grossman, 1989) and To the end of the Land, as each offers a literary response 

to a historical event that has continued to trouble Grossman both ideologically 

and artistically: the Holocaust and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, respectively. 

In both works – as in most Grossman’s novels - the protagonists are also 

storytellers who are compelled to translate into language what they know 

cannot be precisely replicated. Human cruelty, suffering, and trauma are some 

of the persistent ineffables emanating from the Holocaust, but social 

conventions have placed artistic limitations on the retelling of this historical 

event. In See Under: Love, Grossman not only contravenes these restrictions but 

puts forward an argument for art’s rightful role in restoring and preserving 

private memories in such a way that cherishes the singularity of their subject.  

It is with the same urgency to learn from the traumatic past that Grossman 

approaches the disturbing present in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Rather than 

a didactic or preachy rehashing of an agenda, however, Grossman strives for a 

language that is new and precise in order to create an authentic story and 

dialogue. The desire for linguistic precision and singularity is behind Grossman’s 

distinguished literary style as is his recurring metafictional representations of 

the problems of language, which I read as translational.  A core deficiency of 

language, according to Grossman, is its inability to precisely account for the 

events that take place in the body, and I trace in his oeuvre an ongoing attempt 

to depict, perform and remedy this deficiency.  
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Chapter 2 – The language 

 

In this chapter I analyse a number of areas in which the text may resist 

translation from Grossman’s Hebrew into English, continuing to explore the 

indeterminate hierarchy between flesh and spirit as it is presented in 

Grossman’s idiolect. The chapter first examines the novel’s sketching of a geo-

political landscape that is made up of real, imagined, and contested boundaries 

to invoke issues of possession, occupation, and trespassing. To the foreign 

reader, I argue, incidents of crossing and renegotiating these boundaries may 

not be transparent. Similarly, an innate knowledge of accents, language 

varieties, cultural emblems, and jargon may also affect the way subtle clues 

within the text are interpreted in encounters with Arabic language and with 

military-speak.  Both of these language varieties are used in the novel to 

represent ideological or psychological shifts in characters’ state of mind, and to 

allude to the novel’s political stance.  

Grossman’s linguistic virtuosity is featured in the final part of this chapter which 

examines how the author manipulates the predictable mechanics of the Hebrew 

root system to create neologisms that form the coveted enstrangement in which 

the landscape and the protagonists’ journey through it appear new and 

unchartered. When coupled with his encyclopaedic display of the flora and 

fauna that Ora encounters through the hike, the landscape becomes a dialect of 

its own which is arguably grounded in Israeli specificity. Throughout this chapter, 

segments of text are translated, transliterated, and explained with extensive 

annotations to make visible some aspects of the text that are smoothed over in 
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a reader-focused, conventional translation and to draw attention to the 

complexities of the translational task. 

 

Chapter 3 – Ora  

 

Drawing on the tropes set out by translation studies’ fictional turn, in this 

chapter I study Ora as a translator who negotiates shaping the ineffable into 

language when she sets out to create a kind of biographical portrait of her son. 

Grossman has said that “the death of a beloved person is also the death of an 

entire private culture; a personal and singular one with its own language and its 

own secret” (David Grossman, 2018). With the possibility of Ofer’s death 

constantly on her mind, Ora is determined to capture this secret language. The 

story that emerges through Ora’s translation insists not on the grand, epic issues 

of a familial-historical drama, but on the mundane though incredibly evocative  

snippets of a life that make up that ‘secret language’.  

In my analysis of Ora’s physical and psychic journey, I show how her escape from 

the military notifiers becomes a movement towards a public articulation of such 

secret and cherished private language and history. Ora’s thoughts and 

deliberations are made visible through meta-fictional and meta-lingual 

comments that are interpolated throughout the novel; comments which I regard 

as a form of translator’s annotations. Ora reveals the universal dilemma of 

having to shape into words “all the minutiae, the thousands of moments and 

acts from which you raise a child, gather him into a person” (Grossman, 2010, p. 

204), and these minutiae of a life, I posit, are akin to the particles that make up 

a language and that must morph to another language in translation proper. But 

what begins for Ora as a more philosophical and private problem moves into the 
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public-national domain as Ora, who for most of her life has regarded herself as 

apolitical, begins to realise that the Situation – the Conflict and its residue – is 

inescapable. Her account of Ofer thus becomes a counter-narrative to the 

national glorification of the fallen soldier in a way that further illustrates 

Grossman’s critique of this problematic mythology.  

 

Chapter 4 – The translator 

 

It is widely accepted that maintaining a modest invisibility is an expectation built 

into the contractual nature of the translator’s work (Kamuf, 2015). In Chapter 4, 

I deliberate on the various manifestations of translator’s invisibility. The chapter 

draws on my interviews with three actual translators of To the end of the land: 

Alessandra Shomroni, the novel’s Italian translator, Anne Birkenhauer, who 

translated the novel into German, and Jessica Cohen, Grossman’s English 

translator. By making visible the translators as feeling, thinking, and creating 

beings I draw attention to their effect on the translated text. I do so with the aim 

of dispelling the “invisibility myth” (Venuti, 1986) which has impacted on 

translators’ status as well as – I believe – impeded on our ability to study 

translated literature. I note the silencing of a translator’s voice, for example in 

the prevailing absence of translators’ reflections and annotations, as a form of 

mistranslation, and the chapter provides a kind of model for emphasising, within 

translation scholarship, the position of the translator as a constructor of 

meaning.  

Shomroni, Birkenhauer and Cohen reflect on their work on To the end of the 

land in particular and on their experiences translating Grossman and other 

Israeli authors more generally. There are few studies of contemporary fiction 
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that have included the voices of a number of translators of the same novel, and 

such approach yields some fascinating insights.  The linguistic intimacy with the 

Other, which Grossman desires in both his fiction and nonfiction writing, is 

revealed in this Chapter to be also reflected in the affinity formed between 

translator, author, and character, and in the working relationship between 

Grossman and his translators. The translators also reveal how the circumstances 

surrounding the publication of this particular novel have impacted on their work 

in yet another illustration of the penetration of reality into the fictional text. In 

its conclusion, the chapter emphasises the significance of intuition, instinct, and 

even somatic interpretation as methods which are under-recognised in 

translation theory but which both Grossman and his translators endorse.  

 

Chapter 5 – conclusion 

 

This chapter concludes the dissertation by re-establishing the impossibility of 

perfect equivalences in translation proper and in the translational tasks 

undertaken by Grossman’s characters. However, rather than regard translation 

– actual and allegorical - as an inferior replica, I surmise that the pursuit of a 

perfect language to represent life precisely and poignantly is a challenge taken 

up by any literature; original or translated. Any writings may only reflect the 

essence which they seek to represent, but they can do so in an infinite, 

imaginative and spectacular ways.  With this in mind, I try to imagine a 

translation in which readers can gaze into the mechanics of the original text, 

observe the mitigating hand and the hesitating mind of the translator, and, 

through that, access some aspects of the original text that are lost in the 

production of more conventional translations.   
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Chapter 1: The Author 

 

Within this dissertation that sets out to interrogate the gap between the Hebrew 

text and its adoptive English language destination, it is difficult, when discussing 

Grossman, to isolate the text from its context, and to ignore the “Human, public, 

political, and literary complexities” (Peled, 2013, p. 345) that contribute to the 

interpretation of a novel such as To the end of the land. Many critics 

(Alphandary, 2014; Bronner, 2010; Y. Feldman, 2010; Gluzman, 2008, 2019; 

Keren, 2015b; Shemesh, 2008) consider Grossman’s biography, and in 

particular, his son’s, Uri’s, death relevant to the study of this novel. Gluzman 

suggests that the event has “given the fictional text a valid historical and 

biographical actuality”, and that this actuality “has penetrated and injured the 

text and its fictionality” (2008, my translation). The Author’s Notes that seal the 

novel, in which Grossman discusses Uri’s death in the course of working on this 

novel (Grossman, 2010, p. 652), tentatively articulate the actual event as an 

epilogue to the fictional narrative. Grossman’s opinion pieces and speeches, too, 

can be considered part of the author’s oeuvre, with one suggestion that his 

published eulogy to Uri should be studied as a canonical text (Calderon, 2006), 

and another critic declaring Grossman’s “most important text” to be his speech 

at the Rabin Memorial Service, which serves as a “testimony to [Grossman’s] 

contribution to Israeli society”  (Harari, 2018). As a public intellectual, Grossman 

meets all three criteria needed to legitimise his input to Israel’s affair – his 

“preoccupation with ideas”, “reputation” and historical knowledge (Keren, 

2015a, p. 79). But as though in answer to Keren’s hypothetical questioning what 

makes Grossman’s views more worthwhile than, say, those of “coachmen” or 
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“shoemakers” (p. 80) - the author offers a fourth legitimiser; that of the 

concerned citizen: "people prefer soldiers, rabbis, and muftis to debate politics, 

but I insist on my right to be part of [the debate]. I have a passion to make the 

air that I breathe cleaner" (cited in Sebag-Montefiore, 2010, p. 75).  

Due to Grossman’s public persona within his homeland, somewhere in the 

“middle ground between infinite storytelling and the finality of political 

urgency” (Alphandary, 2014, p. 184), Israeli readers would be familiar with the 

author’s stance on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and are likely to have read his 

opinion columns as well as a number of his books for adults and for children. 

Through this, they will have experienced a kind of intimacy with the author 

which stimulates their reception of his work and of his commentary. Readers 

outside of Israel will often lack this paratextual familiarity, and this gap forms a 

kind of translational loss that can be partly recovered through compensative, 

supplementary notes. This chapter thus examines Grossman’s work and life 

alongside some relevant events in Israeli history which are deemed pertinent to 

his work. In so doing, the chapter situates the author’s work in relation to the 

geo-political reality that has influenced it and that it seeks to influence. In what 

follows, I discuss selected fiction and nonfiction texts to contextualise the main 

concerns of this dissertation; namely, the translation of concrete ‘reality’ – be it 

the physical body, the land, or the events that shape history and biography - into 

language.  In doing so, the reader will notice the dominance of two themes 

emerging from the history of the Jewish people; the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 

and the Holocaust, and a suggestion that Grossman’s activism is in part 

motivated by an anxiety over a possible link between the two as  manifestations 

- albeit with great differences - of human moral failings. The discussion here thus 

focuses on two novels which are considered central to the Israeli literary 

experience (Alphandary, 2014). To the End of the Land, which foregrounds the 
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effect of the Israeli-Arab conflict on one family and, more broadly, on Israeli 

society, and See Under: Love which responds to the events of the Holocaust from 

the prism of the preceding generation that grapples with aspects of 

remembering and commemorating.   

David Grossman’s Biography 

Born in 1954 in Jerusalem, David Grossman is a leading Israeli author, activist, 

and public intellectual, whose publications include novels for adults and 

adolescents, children’s books, short stories, poems, and essays. His work has 

been translated into numerous languages, and has been adapted to film and 

stage, including the acclaimed theatre adaptation of To the end of the land (Snir, 

2016) which was awarded Best Play at Israel’s 2016 Theatre Prize. Grossman is 

the winner of various literary awards both in Israel and overseas, including the 

2017 Man Booker International Prize, which he shares with his translator, Jessica 

Cohen, for the novel A horse walks into a bar (Grossman, 2016). In 2018, and 

after some earlier controversy, Grossman was awarded Israel’s most prestigious 

arts award, Pras Israel (The Israel Prize). In its announcement of  the winner, the 

Education Ministry reasoned that, in his work, “[Grossman] presented a series 

of masterpieces that excel in rich imagination, deep wisdom, human sensitivity, 

a poignant moral stand, and a unique and resonant language” (Grave-Lazi). 

Alongside his friends and fellow authors,  A.B. Yehoshua and the late Amos Oz, 

Grossman is regarded by many as "the reigning triumvirate of contemporary 

Israeli fiction" (Halkin, 2004, p. 29), arguably for both their literary virtues as well 

as their contribution to their country’s political and ideological discourse .  

Grossman is considered part of the 'second generation' of Israeli writers; those 

native Hebrew speakers who were born to the Holocaust survivors' generation 

after the establishment of the State of Israel.  Like To the end of the land’s three 
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main protagonists, Grossman was a teenager at the time of the 1967 War which 

marked the beginning of what is now known as The Occupation, and which is 

also the time when the novel’s prologue takes place. He thus grew up in an era 

that saw the transformation in Israeli society from unquestioned nationalism 

and religious tradition to more secular, democratic, and humanist thought. 

Notwithstanding the blow Israel endured in the Yom Kippur War of 1973 - a 

trauma which haunts the protagonists in To the end and that is detrimental to 

the course of its narrative - Israel at that time had begun its transformation from 

a vulnerable and endangered young nation to a formidable military presence in 

the region in control of the newly-conquered land and its population. An internal 

political, ethnic, and, socio-economic fracture that intensified in the late 1970s 

brought about the election of a right-wing Likud government, and the 

subsequent Lebanon War (1982) became what is now widely considered to be 

Israel's first “war of choice” (Olmert, 2016, p. 363).  The much disputed Oslo 

Accord in 1993, negotiated between Israel and the Palestinians, came in an 

effort to put an end to the conflict, but the 1995 assassination of Israeli Labour 

Prime Minister Itzhak Rabin, at a rally to support Oslo, is now seen as the turning 

point that halted the peace process, effectively rendering the conflict as the 

status quo. The ‘Second Lebanon War’ of 2006, which claimed the life of 

Grossman’s son, Uri, and which the novel alludes to as “that campaign” 

(Grossman, 2010, p. 64), is now largely considered unnecessary as it ultimately 

failed in its venture to secure Israel’s northern border.  

For decades, David Grossman has been advocating for a solution to the 

Palestinian issue, urging the Israeli Government to enter dialogue in order to 

end to Israel’s “immoral” (Grossman, 2009) occupation of the West Bank and 

Gaza and bring an end to the conflict between Israelis and Palestinians.  An 

unflagging columnist and speechmaker, Grossman’s opinion pieces feature 
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regularly in major Israeli newspapers as well as in international media outlets 

such as the New York Times and the Guardian. He speaks at peace rallies and 

other public forums both in Israel and abroad, and in his eloquent, mild, yet 

stern demeanour he warns that “the path to a better future is closing before us” 

(Grossman, 2015b). His attacks on the government have become increasingly 

scathing, and in a more recent opinion column penned to protest Israel’s 

proposed Nation-State Law, Grossman holds the Netanyahu Government 

responsible for the “state of Apartheid in the Territories” (David  Grossman, 

2018, my translation). His warm embrace by left-wing Israelis contrasts with the 

indifference he receives from Israel's nationalists who are likely to regard 

Grossman and his peers as 'beautiful spirits', the Hebrew equivalent to the 

derogatory 'bleeding hearts'. These attitudes, in a sense, are emblematic of the 

social, cultural, and political chasm that exists within contemporary Israeli 

society, and of the rising scepticism directed towards the prospect of a peace 

agreement with the Palestinians.  

 

Grossman entered public consciousness with a number of texts that deal with 

the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. His first novel, חיוך הגדי [Hiyukh Ha’gdi] 

(Grossman, 1983)8, is now viewed, along with הזמן הצהוב [Ha’zman Ha’tsahov] 

(Grossman, 1987)9, as early forewarnings of the Palestinian Intifada (uprising) 

which would begin towards the end of that decade (Mendelson-Maoz, 2011, pp. 

317-318). Another early non-fiction text on the topic,    נוכחים נפקדים [Nokhahim 

nifkadim] (Grossman, 1992)10 is a reflective rendition of interviews Grossman 

conducted with Palestinian Citizens of Israel (commonly known as ‘Arab-

 
8 Published in B Rosenberg’s English translation as The smile of the lamb (Grossman, 1990). 
9 Published in H. Watzman’s English translation as The yellow wind (Grossman, 1988) 
10 Published in English under the title Sleeping on a wire  (Grossman, 1993) 
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Israelis’). This minority group is featured in To the end of the land through one 

character – Sami -  who is the subject of some analysis in Chapter 2. Citing the 

Occupation as his “inspiration in reverse” (Grossman, 2008a, p. 22), The yellow 

wind (1987) was first conceived as a newspaper assignment offered to 

Grossman, then a young novelist with a journalistic background, to report on the 

life of people in the occupied West Bank. Grossman travelled this disputed no-

man’s land to “direct [his] gaze at the invisible Arabs, face this forgotten reality 

and see how--as in the process of developing a picture--it emerges before [him] 

slowly” (Grossman, 1988, p. 20). He was one of the first Israeli writers to report 

on aspects of daily life in the territories, and for a capable story-teller with a 

burning conscience, this was an irresistible opportunity to translate those who 

were commonly depicted as a faceless mass into  fleshed-out human characters: 

“I realised very few Israelis had any idea how [Palestinian] homes were 

furnished," he says, "what pictures hung on their walls, how husband and wife 

related to each other, how they hug their children" (cited in Shapiro & Avrech, 

1988). The searching article, which appeared as a special issue of the magazine, 

Koteret rashit, to mark 20 years since the 1967 War, was soon turned into a best-

selling book that attracted considerable public attention both in Israel and 

abroad. These early works establish what will continue to underpin Grossman’s 

ideological-creative undertakings, “to describe contemporary political reality in 

a language that is not the public, general, nationalized idiom” (Grossman, 2008a, 

p. 22). This language, as this dissertation shows, has become one of Grossman’s 

defining literary traits and one of To the end of the land’s core thematic 

concerns.  

Possibly because of the topics and characters at the centre of some of his major 

work, or maybe owing to his age and his fair diasporic complexion, Grossman is 

often mistaken to be the son of Holocaust survivors, although his father had 
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immigrated from Poland to Palestine in 1936 and his mother is a Jerusalem 

native (Grossman, 2008a, p. 4). A self-confessed bookworm, Grossman 

describes his childhood as being deeply immersed in the fictional story worlds 

of European Jews in the period surrounding the Second World War, stories that 

may have filled the gaps left by his father's reluctance to talk about that time 

and place (Grossman, 2008a, p. 4). He remembers the discovery, around the age 

of nine, of the genocide as being a shock and "a distress characteristic of children 

of real survivors" (p. 12), which filled him with a sense of obligation towards the 

memory of the people who had suffered (p. 12) and, evidently, towards the 

suffering of others.  Years later, Grossman would carry out his childhood pledge 

by publishing what is considered a ground-breaking novel in Hebrew Holocaust 

literature (Milner, 2012; Morahg, 1999; Shaked, 2001), See Under: Love 

(Grossman, 1986).  

To the end of the land (2008), and the subsequent  נופל מחוץ לזמן [Nofel mihuts 

la’zman] (Grossman, 2011)11 came after what some critics considered to be a 

long hiatus from writing about The Matsav (Hebrew euphemism that literally 

translates to  Situation, commonly used to refer to the conflict and its effect). 

Grossman’s works of fiction published during what is sometimes referred to as 

his ‘domestic’ phase include the unsettling epistolary erotic novel,  שתהיי לי

 Sefer] ספר הדקדוק הפנימי 12, and(Grossman, 1998) [Shetehi li ha’sakin] הסכין

ha’dikduk ha’pnimi] (Grossman, 1991)13, which renders the effects of growing 

up on the young mind and body of a teenage boy. However, describing these 

texts as purely ‘domestic’ is somewhat contentious since politics, as Grossman 

puts it, is “like acid ... No matter how many protective coatings you put on 

 
11 Published in Jessica Cohen’s English translation titled Falling out of time (Grossman, 2015a). 
12 Published in V. Almog & M. Gurantz’s translation titled Be my knife (Grossman, 2001). 
13 Published in B. Rosenberg’s translation titled The book of intimate grammar (Grossman, 1995) 
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yourself, it eats through them'' (cited in Bronner, 2010). As such, politics 

inevitably emerges, if not from texts themselves, then certainly through the way 

they are situated within the context of this author’s public persona and his body 

of work, when even a decision to not write about politics is analysed as a potent 

political statement. Nevertheless, To the end of the land, with its voluminous 

600-odd pages spanning more than 30 years of a familial-national drama, has 

undoubtedly articulated the insidious effect of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict14 

on the people and the land more comprehensively than any of his previous 

works of fiction. It was received with "unprecedented superlatives" (Peri, 2008), 

and hailed "the founding novel of Hebrew literature in the second millennium" 

(Melamed, 2008, my translation).   

Inevitably eclipsed by the author’s loss of his son, Uri, during the Second 

Lebanon War of 2006, which occurred only days after Grossman, along with Oz 

and Yehoshua, had publicly called for an immediate ceasefire (Tarnopolsky, 

2006), the novel became in itself a testimony to the assault of the conflict on the 

private and the literary domains of the author.  At the time of Uri's death, an 

advanced draft of the story was already complete (Grossman, 2010, p. 652), and 

this has given the novel a prophetic tone that adds to its troubling breach of the 

segregation between reality and fiction. The novel tells of a woman, Ora, who 

flees her home to avoid a visit by the Military Casualty Notification Unit, whom 

she is convinced are about to deliver the news of her son’s death.  While, as 

mentioned, it is difficult to read this book outside the context of the author's 

tragedy, the novel is considered a seminal literary work in its own right. Its 

publication was regarded as a "key event in Israeli culture" (Mintz, 2013a, p. 

285),  spawning numerous studies, book chapters, and even a dedicated 

 
14 In saying ‘conflict’ I refer to the ongoing state of hostility, including wars, military campaigns, uprisings, 
terror attacks, and territorial disputes dating back to the formation of the State of Israel.   
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National Association of Professors of Hebrew symposium which took place in 

the US upon the publication of Cohen’s English translation (Mintz, 2013a).  The 

novel has attracted considerable critical attention and debate, and has been 

described as anything from “David Grossman at his best” (Golomb Hoffman, 

2012b, p. 140) to “adolescent…Zionist Israeli propaganda” (Peled, 2013, p. 346).  

 

I return to Grossman’s tragedy throughout this dissertation since I suggest that 

the effect of Grossman’s private loss on the reception of the novel in Israel 

cannot be fully conveyed in the text’s transportation to another audience. It is 

important to note that, with a body of work that covers fiction and nonfiction 

for children, adolescents and adults, Grossman’s work has reached a wide cross-

section of readership, from those who were raised or have raised their children 

on his stories, through literature lovers, to those who follow his opinion 

columns, speeches, and essays on the Situation.  This has established a kind of 

familiarity with the author; a sense of him being part of the private history of his 

readers. When scrolling through the comments that accompany the news article 

announcing Uri’s death, in one of the major Israeli news sites, I find many 

messages such as the one below that illustrate Grossman’s position as both a 

kind of secular ‘spiritual leader’ and a friend whose personal tragedy has, for 

many, provoked tremendous grief and despair:  

From the yellow time15 until time ended for your Uri, mine, ours, you have 
sketched the unstoppable with nuances and sighs. Time after time you 
have revealed the truth within and without in a desperate quest that went 
well beyond culture. See under: Love, see under: the value of a human 
life, and I wish I had something to console you with in the same way you 
have placed an oasis in front of my eyes. I hug you in deep sorrow.  

(481 Eitan, Mitspe Matat, 13.08.2006, my translation) 

 
15 Literal translation of the Hebrew title of ‘Yellow Wind’. 
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To the end of the land 
 

The novel’s Prologue takes place in a pitch-dark hospital room in Jerusalem 

during the Six Day War of 1967 with an extended dialogue between three 

teenage patients: Ora, Ilan and Avram, who are the novel’s three protagonists.  

The story then cuts to the overarching narrative, in the present year 2000, and 

Ora has been recently dumped by husband, Ilan, who’d “run his course with the 

relationship” (Grossman, 2010, p. 118) and gone to South America on a trekking 

trip with their eldest son, Adam. Their second son, Ofer, is about to complete 

his compulsory military service, and Ora prepares to leave with him on a long-

planned hiking trip through the Israel National Trail to celebrate his discharge 

from the military and the end of her “nightmare” (Grossman, 2010, p. 74). Just 

before they depart, an unexpected campaign in Israel’s northern border is 

announced, and Ofer volunteers to extend his service to partake in the fighting. 

Terrified, Ora, “who has rationed all her oaths and talismans to last exactly three 

years, to the second” (p. 95), becomes convinced that if she stays at her 

Jerusalem home, she will soon be visited by the Military Casualty Notification 

Unit who will come to announce Ofer’s death. As she begins to “flip out with all 

kinds of magical thinking” (p. 92), she devises her plan: If no one is home to open 

the door to the notifiers, “the arbitrary deal that dictates that she, Ora, agrees 

to receive notification of her son’s death” (p. 105) will be postponed, and she 

will become “the first notification-refusenik” (p. 105). It is, she concedes, a 

“pathetic sort of protest”, but she is determined not to become “a sitting target 

for the beam already probing for her” (p. 82). She picks up the two backpacks 

and calls on her Arab-Israeli taxi driver, Sami, to drive her to the Galilee, 

collecting Avram on the way there. Avram, who is her former lover and Ofer’s 

estranged biological father, is suffering the mental and physical scars of his 
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captivity and torture by the Egyptians during the Yom Kippur War of 1973. Since 

Ofer’s birth, Avram has been refusing any contact or news of his son, who was 

raised by Ora and Ilan as their own. As Ora and Avram make their way through 

the terrain, Ora puts together a meticulous collage of minute memories, 

creating a portrait not only of Ofer, but of her own motherhood (Balaban, 2010) 

and of the love triangle involving herself, Ilan and Avram. It is a rich and intimate 

tale that eventually draws Avram to the family through this shared narrative, a 

narrative that also holds in it the possibility of Ofer’s salvation. 

Unsurprisingly, To the end of the land is read by many (Amihay, 2011; Balaban, 

2010; Y. Feldman, 2010; Milner, 2012) as a female version of the Biblical story 

of the Akedah, in which Abraham, to prove his devotion to God, prepares to 

sacrifice his son, Isaac, at the altar. Ora herself makes the analogy on the day 

she drives Ofer to the military meeting point, echoing what many parents – 

perhaps Grossman himself – would have felt at those moments: 

In every car sits a young boy, the first fruits, a spring festival that ends 
with a human sacrifice. And you? she asks herself sharply. Look at you, 
how neatly and calmly you bring your son here, your almost-only-son16, 
the boy you love dearly, with Ishmael17 as your private driver. 
(Grossman, 2010, pp. 68-69) 

Ora’s role in the sacrificial act has provoked a number of wide-ranging 

interpretations. Amihay, who notes the enduring significance of the Biblical 

story to the psyche of the Jewish people, regards Ora as a rare fictional female 

heroine in that she – the mother -  is held responsible for the act of the sacrifice 

(2011). Olmert, on the other hand, considers Ora as subversive, her character 

part of the new wave of literary mothers who refuse earlier representations of 

 
16 A paraphrase on Genesis 22:2 “Take your son, your only son, whom you love – Isaac – and go to the region 
of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering to a mountain I will show you” (Genesis).  
17 Abraham’s son, regarded as ancestor to the prophet Muhammad. Hebrew slang for ‘Arab’.  
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soldiers’ mothers (Olmert, 2013) in which they are depicted as dutifully 

grooming the son for the altar/battle and mourning his heroic death (Lomsky-

Feder & Ben-Ari, 1999; 2013; Shiffman, 2013). Peled’s dissatisfaction with the 

novel stems at least in part from what she sees as the narrative’s positioning of 

Ora herself as the victim within a sacrificial myth that conceals the plight of the 

actual victims in this conflict (2013).  

 

Notwithstanding the degree of responsibility attributed to Ora in offering18 her 

son as sacrifice, Ora nevertheless stages a kind of revolt in her refusal to 

participate in the nationally-sanctioned notification ceremony with its 

predictable script, characters, and choreographed tragic finale. This comes after 

what transpires to be a process of gradual but significant shift in Ora from a 

lifelong political apathy – her version of the “escapism” that typifies the secular 

Israeli middle-class (Keren, 2015b) - to a kind of awakening that involves a 

realisation of how intrinsic the effect of Israel’s politics is on her life, and how 

complicit she had been in her collaboration with the same mechanisms that now 

threaten to destroy her and everything she cherishes. This awakening is linked 

to an episode that took place about a year before her escape. Ora was shocked 

to discover that, during a routine operation in Hebron, Ofer’s military unit had 

been involved in an incident in which an old Palestinian man was forgotten 

inside a meat locker for two days. The old man walks out alive – if somewhat 

delirious – ironically thanks to the intermittent power cuts imposed on the area 

by the Israeli military (Grossman, 2010, p. 622),  but unlike her husband and two 

sons, Ora is unable to let the incident go, and from that point on, “her life, her 

family’s life, … slowly [begins] to unravel” (p. 112). Flooded by what she 

 
18 And in the novel Ora herself refers to the similarity between Ofer’s name and the English word ‘offer’ 
(Grossman, 2010, p. 330).  
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describes as “left wing Tourette’s attacks” (p. 622), Ora begins to recognise her 

own culpability as a mother who grooms her sons, not only to sacrifice their lives 

for the nation, but also to dutifully and unquestioningly participate in the 

forceful domination of other human beings. She stages an individual act of 

redemptive storytelling  (Zoran, 2015) that, in its devotion to the story of a 

single, precious life, runs counter to the generalised and reductive national 

rhetoric. 

 

At the same time as Ora assumes an ideological awareness and a voice as a 

storyteller,  her compassion is drawn towards three Palestinian characters in the 

novel - the nameless elderly man locked in the refrigerator, her taxi driver and 

friend, Sami, and Rami, a very sick Palestinian boy whom she helps smuggle into 

Israel for medical treatment. This, in a sense, continues to express Grossman’s 

own struggles with his status and culpability as an oppressor (Shapiro & Avrech, 

1988) which he has been grappling with since The Yellow Wind.  Some critics 

disapprove of what they see as “the heightening guilt and self-laceration” 

tendency of Israeli authors to confuse victims with perpetrators in this narrative 

of conflict (Weiss, 1989, p. 28), but in Grossman, questioning the morality of our 

conduct is crucial precisely as people who have endured the cruelty of others. 

Although the comparison is inevitably controversial, the trauma of the 

Holocaust projects onto some Jewish attitudes towards the Israeli-Arab conflict. 

These attitudes range from an existential concern for the nation of the Jewish 

people and a suspicion of the non-Jewish world (Ofer, 2013), through influencing 

land-for-peace policies (Naor, 2003), to the Arendtians’ position that the 

Holocaust should be regarded as a universal, rather than Judeo-centric, 

phenomenon and should continue to inform our approach to other atrocities 

around the world (Curthoys, 2000-2001). Grossman seems sympathetic with the 
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latter view, and this is reflected in his noted tendency to destabilise the 

distinction between “hangmen and victims” (Milner, 2012, p. 208) in various 

fictional and nonfictional settings. His deliberations are part of a broader, urgent 

investigation into a problem that underpins Holocaust discourse: do all humans, 

given the circumstances, have a capacity for evil?  With a growing unease, in his 

criticism of the situation in Israel, he warns that:  

A life within perpetual war, with no decisive intention to end this war, a 
life of fear, suspicion and violence - by its nature - is a life of reduction. 
The reduction of soul and the reduction of knowledge. Of crude 
stereotypical concepts, of depriving the humanity of another people and, 
consequently, of every Other, wherever that Other might be. This, finally, 
is the perceptual climate for the growth of fanatism, fascism, and a 
yearning for dictatorship. This is the climate that turns us from humans to 
masses; to hermetically sealed people. These are the conditions in which 
a civil, democratic, pluralistic society - one that derives its strength from 
the law, from equality awareness, and from human rights - begins to 
collapse.  
(Grossman, 2017, pp. 5-6, my translation) 

 

A civil, compassionate approach to the Other, despite of, or precisely because 

of, any wrong that had been done to us, is a fundamental humanistic value as 

put forth in Grossman’s Holocaust novel, See under: Love. Wasserman, the 

Jewish best-selling author who at the death camp is forced to act as private 

storyteller to its Nazi commander, and despite his own immense suffering and 

loss, insists that “we must never for a moment forget to have mercy, because 

otherwise we’re no better than ‘they’ are, may their names be blotted out” 

(Grossman, 1989, p. 446). The idea that the misery of others must catapult us to 

action is repeated in the novel’s ‘encyclopaedic’ section, under the entry for the 

term ‘Suffering’:  

לסב  

SEVEL 
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SUFFERING 

1. A weight, a burden, an affliction. 2. By analogy: pain, trouble, or 
distress. Physical or mental anguish.  

Wassermn says: The compass or lighthouse, the criterion for every human 
decision. Wasserman sees sensitivity to suffering and consciousness of it 
as the highest goal of mankind. Moreover, it is man’s protest, and the 
highest expression of his freedom. The measure of man’s humanity, in 
Wasserman’s opinion, is defined by the amount of suffering he succeeds 
in diminishing or preventing.  
(Grossman, 1989, pp. 389-390)  

 

Poetry after Auschwitz? 

The Holocaust has always been a contentious topic for artists and storytellers to 

respond to. Adorno may have been widely misrepresented (Hofmann, 2005), 

but the well-known proposition attributed to him, that there can be no poetry 

after Auschwitz, encapsulates questions that have influenced critiques of 

Holocaust representations in the arts, philosophy, and literature. In early post-

Holocaust Israeli society, not only were overtly poetic representations of the 

Holocaust deemed inappropriate, but other forms of personal retellings of 

memories were also largely considered taboo. Along with the establishment of 

Holocaust Commemoration Day, the State endorsed a unified, predominantly-

realist, collective form of remembering the six million en masse at the exclusion 

of more individualistic modes of expression (Abramovich, 2010, pp. 15-16). For 

the survivors who surrounded Grossman the child, memories were confined to, 

at best, whispered, adult-only, behind-closed-door stories from a euphemistic 

“Over There” (Grossman, 2008a).  

 

Many survivors kept silent, and this silence is attributed to multiple factors, both 

psychological and social. Survivors’ guilt, shame, and a need to shield their 

children from traumatic memories, as well as their wish to assimilate into the 
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new country are cited as aspects that contributed to people’s reluctance to 

share their stories (Morahg, 1999). This was likely compounded by the attitudes 

of scholars who at that time doubted the historical value of survivors’ memories 

and testimonies (Adler, Leydesdorff, Chamberlain, & Neyzi, 2017). Further, a 

desire, promoted by the State’s leaders, for Israel to be a “normal” nation, free 

of crippling traumatic memories (Ofer, 2013, p. 72), and to establish for itself an 

identity that was distinct from the diasporic experience (Morahg, 1999) had also 

contributed to censorious attitudes towards Holocaust testimonies. Finally, 

some of the locals’ disdainful and even accusatory attitudes towards the 

Diaspora Jews (Abramovich, 2010) who went to their death, as it was believed 

by some, ‘like sheep to the slaughter’19, have further provoked the survivors’ 

reluctance to speak. This repression lasted until necessary shifts in both law and 

art began in the 1960s, first with the public reporting of witnesses’ testimonies 

during the Eichmann trial, which allowed people “to close the case and enclose 

it in the past”   (Felman, 2001, p. 202), and later, in the 1980s, when younger 

authors and other artists of the 'second generation' have reopened the subject 

of the Holocaust, unencumbered by the impositions set in the preceding 

decades (Abramovich, 2010, p. 22).  

 

See under: Love was hailed  “a major intervention in Israel’s national imaginary” 

(Vermeulen, 2012, p. 1), "a wholly original work of art" (Shaked, 2001, p. 100), 

and even "the most important Holocaust novel ever written" (Stone, cited in 

Abramovich, 2010). Aesthetic and thematic norms which governed artistic 

representations of the Holocaust, and which outlined  “what can or should be 

represented…and how” (Lang, 2000), are renegotiated, questioned, and 

 
19 The expression became known in Abba Kovner’s 1942 call for armed resistance at the Vilna ghetto, “we shall 
not be led as sheep to the slaughter” (Y. S. Feldman, 2013).    
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subverted in this novel which asserts what Ofer identifies as the desire for 

private commemoration practices within the prevailing collective ones (2013). 

Although there were earlier novels dealing with the subject of the Holocaust, 

Grossman’s See under: Love is considered ground-breaking in that , in the words 

of Shaked, it: “violated sacred taboos, which held the Holocaust as an 

inappropriate subject for fiction of any sort, most especially fiction of the wildly 

imaginative but also redemptive variety Grossman himself produced” (2001, p. 

100).  See under: Love is Grossman’s answer, in defiant and resonating prose, to 

Adorno, that poetry is indeed possible and even necessary after the Holocaust, 

and that the non-realist form is a legitimate and compelling means of translating 

the inexpressible into writing. In doing so, Grossman concurs with Shyklovsky’s 

idea that the poetic form works to prevent the automatization that erodes 

events of their significance (2015, p. 162), and refuses perpetuation of 

imprecise, inauthentic responses.   

 

See Under: Love is composed of four distinct, independent segments, or 

variations, each with its own stylistic direction and a stand-alone plot. The four 

parts are weaved together and interconnect through the voice of a framing self-

reflexive author-narrator and with the aid of some straying characters and 

plotlines that intermittently cross over narrative frames. The effect is that 

readers can’t help but meditate on this reiteration and deliberate on the 

relationship between an event and its perpetual reformulation in stories.  Not 

unlike Ora, Shlomo, the novel’s overarching metafictional narrator, exposes 

readers to the struggle - the burden - of translating and commemorating these 

events, and to the mental, ethical, and stylistic anxieties over the most 

appropriate way of doing that. First comes the tale of Shlomo as the young boy, 

Momik, who interprets as literal the adults’ euphemistic description of a “Nazi 
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Beast [that] could come out of any kind of animal if it got the right care and 

nourishment” (Grossman, 1989, p. 13). Momik, who has since become a cultural 

archetype for the second-generation Holocaust survivors (Milner, 2012), 

constructs a secret reservoir of sick and destitute animals for the purpose of 

baiting and trapping this Nazi Beast.  In the second part, Bruno, Shlomo 

composes a fantastic underwater storyworld for his (and Grossman’s) beloved 

real author, Bruno Schultz, who was shot in the street by a Nazi officer, 

rendering Schultz an eternal life within the perpetual ocean waves. The third 

part, Wasserman, is the story of Shlomo's grandfather, a popular Jewish 

children’s author who is kept alive on the provision that he becomes personal 

storyteller to Nazi death-camp commander, Neigel, a secret fan of Wasserman’s 

novels whose daily routine involves coordinating the systemic extermination of 

Jews. Presumably, it is also Shlomo who is the ‘editorial’ voice in the final part 

of the novel, The complete encyclopaedia of Kazik’s life. Here, the story of baby 

Kazik emerges through a collection of carefully selected, alphabetically-arranged 

‘encyclopaedic’ entries.  Interestingly, a fifth section, Glossary: The language of 

Over There, which includes the definitions of Yiddish and Polish words has been 

added to the English translation of the novel.  

 

Both See under: Love and To the end of the land render the struggle of those left 

in the aftermath of a traumatic event and who must find their own way to 

translate sensations and memories – all that remains from and traces a life -  into 

narrative form. See under: Love’s central question - how should one grasp the 

memory of the Holocaust – forms two inquiries: a creative one questioning the 

most appropriate formal-aesthetic choice for this overbearing historical-

personal event, and a second, an uproar – echoed years later in Ora’s “with only 

words?” (Grossman, 2010, p. 204), which rails against the inherent limitations of 
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“any human language” (Wittgenstein, cited in Apter, 2013, p. 19). What in See 

Under: Love is the challenge of accounting for the comprehensive repertoire of 

“the entire, human, animal inventory, fear and cruelty and pity and despair and 

glory and wisdom, and all the pettiness and love of life, and all that halting 

poetry” (Grossman, 1989, p. 124), in To the end of the land is the venture of 

depicting a more mundane, but equally immense: “All the minutiae, the 

thousands of moments and acts from which you raise a child, gather him into a 

person” (Grossman, 2010, p. 204).  

 

Articulating silences 

As noted, throughout the four parts of See Under: Love, narrator, Shlomo, 

reveals his search for a literary voice with which to write his story. Unable to 

push through his creative paralysis, he turns to his wise lover, Ayala, who advises 

that: 

For the past forty years people have been writing about the Holocaust, 
and would continue to do so. Only they were doomed to failure, because 
while other tragedies can be translated into the language of reality as we 
know it, the Holocaust cannot, despite that compulsion to try again and 
again, to experience, to sting the writer’s flesh with it.  
(Grossman, 1989, pp. 123-124) 

Ayala advises Shlomo to move away from realism, even away from language, 

and try instead a more intuitive, silent or embodied connection with his subject. 

She suggests the author should visit the imaginary “white Room at the end of 

the subterranean corridors of Yad Vashem20 “, a room which, she adds, “wasn’t 

designed by an architect...or built by a builder, and the staff...knows nothing 

about it” (Grossman, 1989, p. 121). She explains: 

It’s empty. But everything that exists beyond its membranous walls, 
everything that flows out of the corridors of Yad Vashem is projected onto 
it...and you sit there as if you were inside a giant kaleidoscope, but this 

 
20 Israel’s major Holocaust Museum in Jerusalem. 
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time the glass fragments are you, the different parts of you, and light 
reaches them from beyond the walls”.  
(Grossman, 1989, p. 124) 

This white room, as I perceive it, is the contemplative pause that separates 

sensation – trauma, too - from language. It is a psychic location that Grossman’s 

protagonists visit frequently, and a space to which I return in my exploration of 

the translational activity.  

 

Ayala’s invocation of the empty white room guides Shlomo towards a “retreat 

from the word” (Steiner, 1961) - a silent sensory contemplation which often 

eludes, and at times is disrupted by, linguistic and literary conventions. Ayala 

suggests that when the body fuses, uninterrupted, with the space adorned by 

historical artefacts of the suffering, it attains a kind of primordial, somatic 

understanding or knowledge. Out of such visceral knowing rises the “narrative 

of embodiment” (Golomb Hoffman, 2013, p. 316) which has become so widely 

associated with Grossman’s literature. Grossman constantly returns to the idea 

that “the substance, any substance, is first and foremost an expression of the 

body. The body in all of its awkwardness, limitations, its bureaucratic 

automatism" (Grossman, cited in Gluzman, 2012, pp. 187, my translation). One 

only needs to look to some of his book titles - Her body knows (the literal 

translation of original title being ‘In the body I understand’), The book of intimate 

grammar (original title: The book of internal grammar), and also A woman 

fleeing notification (the literal translation of To the end of the land’s Hebrew 

title)- to establish how intrinsic the connection between body, soul, awareness, 

and language is to his work. His language of embodiment is often embedded 

within the narration, for example when Ora’s toes “examine...hypothesize, draw 

conclusions” (Grossman, 2010, p. 130), or when “a lasso of distant memory 

floats over and tightens softly around her throat” (2010, p. 109). It also appears 
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more explicitly in dialogue, such as when baby Kazik refers to his aging body as 

“a suitcase anonymously thrust into the hands of his soul” (Grossman, 1989, p. 

314), and later concludes that “perhaps the suitcase was the important thing 

and the soul was subordinate to it” (p. 314). Aron’s (Grossman, 1991) and 

Dovaleh’s (Grossman, 2014) fits of seemingly uncontrollable self-flagellation are 

further displays of the tyranny of the body in all of its arbitrary mutations and 

deteriorations. The somatic dimension of emotion, too, recurs in Grossman’s 

writing as he constructs into the narrative the bond between physical sensations 

and feelings. In this excerpt from Falling out of time, for example, the mother’s 

reaction to the news of her son’s death is presented as a carnal assault on her 

maternal organs:  

No 

wafted dark  

and cold 

from the walls 

bound my body 

closed and barred 

my womb. I thought: 

They are sealing 

the home that once 

was me. 

(Grossman, 2015a, p. 18) 

 

This ‘dictatorship of the body’ is well-developed in The book of intimate 

grammar (Grossman, 1991) through the perspective of one of Grossman’s 

favourite literary allies; the child-narrator. Referring to his protagonist, an 
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adolescent boy named Aron, Grossman explains that Aron is unable to grow up 

at the pace of his peers because:  

Something within him, within his internal grammar, refuses to take part 
in the tyranny that the glands have subjected everyone to. To be part of 
the herd-like - and to him abstruse - adherence to the code of the 
corporeal, of the flesh. 
(Grossman, cited in Gluzman, 2012, pp. 178, my translation)  

Ensnared within this physical force, Aron attempts to formulate a language with 

which to account for its ebbs and flows; an ‘internal grammar’. Doing so, young 

Aron is aligned with other Grossman protagonists – including Ora, Avram, and 

Ofer - who demonstrate how the process of constructing an authentic self is 

reliant upon the creation of an appropriate language with which to encode 

idiosyncratic embodied urges. One example often cited from this novel is when 

Aron, frustrated with the poverty of the Hebrew tenses, discovers the English 

present-continuous and begins to apply it to his Hebrew speech, adding an ‘ing’ 

to the end of verbs in order to better reflect the sensation of his body’s position 

in relation to space and time: 

Last year in English class they learned the present continuous. Aaron was 
thrilled: I am go-eeng,  I am sleep-eeng.  You don’t have that eeng tense 
in Hebrew…he held his tongue and revelled in: “I am Jum-peeng …” 
Jumping far, far out in space, halfway to infinity, and soon he was utterly 
absorbed and utterly alone; jum-peeng; it was like being in a glass bubble, 
and someone watching from the outside might think Aron ees only jum-
peeng, but inside the bubble there was so much happening, every second 
lasted an hour, and the secrets of time were revealed to him and the 
others who experienced time the way he did, under a magnifying glass… 
(Grossman, 1995, pp. 36-37) 

 As this example shows, Aron is liberated from the afflictions of ineffability 

through an imaginative and creative expansion of his grammatical vocabulary, 

and this idea is elaborated on elsewhere in this dissertation as I discuss 

Grossman’s modes of representing and performing the connection between 

body and language.  
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Aron is perhaps the most overt representative of Grossman’s many complex, 

astute, and ingenious fictional children who dwell on and perform the physical, 

mental and linguistic metamorphoses associated with growing up. In To the end 

of the land, Ofer’s stark transformation from sensitive, insightful child to a 

hardened adult-soldier reveals the devastating effect of growing up into such 

severe circumstances as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict (Golomb Hoffman, 

2012b). Ofer joins Aron (Grossman, 1991), Momik (Grossman, 1986), and 

Dovaleh (Grossman, 2014) who all share the bewilderment and loneliness of 

children brought up within the adults’ world of secrets, silences, and trauma. 

Although, as previously mentioned, The book of intimate grammar is sometimes 

counted amongst Grossman's a-political novels (Halkin, 2004), That War from 

Over There - as survivors often euphemistically refer to the Holocaust - haunts 

Aron’s parents who seem obsessed with feeding their son, overly anxious and 

protective and, once again, inscrutable about the past. Clearly, Momik, Aron,  

Dovaleh, and perhaps young David Grossman himself, share common traits as 

they negotiate growing up within a  “society of refugees, filled with people who 

have recently escaped a catastrophe and are trying with their last remaining 

strength to create a new life” (Grossman, 2008a, p. 19).  This shared domestic 

background has been pathologised as “destructive family dynamics” (Milner, 

2012, p. 199), though I prefer to read it as the disproportionately magnified 

perspective of little  “detectives” (Gluzman, 2012) who piece together the clues 

to the mysterious adult universe that surrounds them. Although profoundly 

distressing at times, this perspective captures the curiosity and the confusion 

associated with decoding an adult world which is both the site of historical 

conflict, and the location of a domestic drama where, as Grossman puts it “Mom 
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and Dad too have not only souls but also – horror of horrors! – a right to their 

own ‘psychology’” (2008a, p. 33).  

 

Each of Grossman’s children (including those still lurking within the body of an 

adult) are concerned to some extent with first interpreting, then translating the 

world around and within them in a kind of “metaphysics of language discovery” 

(Lipsker-Albeck, 2012, p. 212). Since babies and children are most attuned to the 

ideal language of the body aspired to by Grossman (Golomb Hoffman, 2012a), 

they possess an innate and untainted world view that is not yet bound by 

conventional speech systems. The children in Grossman’s literature thus provide 

the pretext for discovering and reinventing a language that is strange and new, 

and for delving into the sphere of an ineffable, ‘embryonic language’ (Benjamin, 

2004) and dwelling on its loss. “Time and again”, Grossman says, “I return to 

that line that separates childhood from adulthood. It is a real compulsion. I am 

interested in how, from the site of the child’s amputation21, these [adult] shoots 

grow” (Livneh, 2014, my translation). In To the end of the land, the premise of a 

mother’s memoir, her intimate mode of narration, and the intensification of 

mundane childhood events, allows the author to showcase the process of 

growing up in all of its  embodied-linguistic phases: the baby in the womb as a 

wordless “pushing and pulling from within” (Grossman, 2010, p. 268); The 

wonderous infant, who discovers his own body in a gestural, Lacanian “me-

mine-me-mine-me-mine” (p. 296). The child’s distress as he encounters adults’ 

deceptive euphemisms; the soldier’s final ‘amputation’ from the child as he 

embraces the national-militaristic vernacular. In a sense, Ora’s own process of 

 
21 The word Grossman uses is נכרת. This word means both ‘chopped down’ (for tree) and ‘amputated’ (for a 
limb).  
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growing up also involves reinterpreting the ‘adult’ word of the conflict and 

finding a language with which to formulate her own, autonomous narrative. 

Luz  

In establishing the body as the primary site as well as the tyrannical provocateur 

that underpins language and emotion, Grossman nevertheless detects a core, 

inner energy within the body that is greater than mere flesh and blood and that 

is crucial in determining the thrust of our singularity as human beings. Grossman 

often talks about the ancient Jewish concept of the Luz, which he regards as an 

evocative metaphor for this idea of a core, life-affirming, psycho-physical ‘glow’ 

that drives and motivates us (Grossman, 2008a). Dovaleh defines it as  “that one 

thing that I have...? That maybe only one person in the world has it?... The 

secret, the tremor of singularity. All that lies beyond the words that describe a 

human, and beyond the events that happened to him” (Grossman, 2016, pp. 66-

67). Yair describes it as “the final thing that would be left of [people], that 

indestructible thing from which they’ll be reborn” (Grossman, 2001, p. 6). For 

Ora, it is “something inside her…Perhaps an Ora more loyal to her own essence” 

(Grossman, 2010, p. 268). It is, I suggest, precisely the unsettled location of the 

ancient luz - somewhere between the tangible human anatomy and its 

ephemeral and eternal spirit - that lures Grossman back to this idea time and 

again as he probes into what could be called the materiality of feelings. It is 

Grossman’s way of suggesting – at times despite his own proclamations – that 

the body does not hold within it all of the answers; that, in the words of 

Wasserman, although “one can…be exceedingly cynical and say that we are all 

machines, automatons, digesting and reproducing and thinking and speaking…, 

there is a trace of something else within us, I know not what to call it” 

(Grossman, 1989, p. 241). Language is situated somewhat ambiguously within 

this body-spirit amalgam; both the formulator of, and formulated by, the inner 
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voice of its user, and inevitably - although often spectacularly falls just short of 

representing it.  

 

Since this inner glow links body to spirit and being to saying, Grossman's 

protagonists regard storytelling as an existential translational quest in which 

finding, refining, or inventing a language to render their experiences is seen as 

crucial to their endurance. Wasserman’s bespoke sequel to his adventure series 

finally manages – in the style of Scheherazade – to transform his Nazi captor by 

stirring Neigel into glimpsing the depth of his atrocities all the while showcasing 

the author’s creative genius. Dovaleh’s tragi-comic stage-confession emerges as 

the dying performer’s final redemptive act of release from the burdens of an 

untold shame. Momik’s elaborate plan to trap the Nazi Beast gives his narrative 

the pretext and means for combatting the forces of evil. Ora’s cognitive escape 

towards a magnanimous composition of her son’s life offers relief and recourse. 

We may all be, as Grossman says, "creatures of context; sometimes prisoners of 

context” (2015c), but his writing and his protagonists’ stories strive towards a 

deliverance from this contextual prison made possible through their devising 

imaginative escape routes in the form of stories that voice their inner luz.   

 

Translating  

Language of the singular variety endorsed in Grossman’s texts is designed to 

render and mimic an embodied ‘real’, as well as to conceive what lies beyond 

the body and its limited representation in language. In so doing, his writing 

provokes questions about the possibility of translation.  Frequently, such as in 

the case of Wasserman, language is so potent that one might wonder if the word 

“sore” might “cut his flesh” (Grossman, 1989, p. 283), and the novel, Be my knife 

(Grossman, 1998), as its title suggests, also delivers to extremity the notion of 
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language’s capacity to slice through the physical world and penetrate, dissect, 

and slaughter through to the soul. Here, the corresponding protagonists, Yair 

and Miriam, who are strangers in the physical world, enter an intensely intimate 

epistolary relationship that makes language itself – his language and her 

language – both the cause and the symptom of their passion. Yair explains to 

Miriam: “certain words are so obviously yours, your soul prints, and coming from 

any other human being they sound like speaking equipment, fragments of 

language, no more than that” (Grossman, 2001, pp. 14-15). Yair is adamant that 

the affair can only thrive in a space where the imagination meets the written 

word:  

I’m really talking about letters only, not a meeting, never a body. No flesh, 
not with you, your letter made that so clear to me: only words. It would 
ruin us, being face-to-face, it would immediately take us down into 
familiar territory. 
(Grossman, 2001, p. 5) 

Miriam similarly describes her desire “to sustain my existence in writing…to tell 

myself about myself” (Grossman, 2001, p. 262). She comes to admire Yair’s 

marvellous proposition, that one day “naming would become the true essence 

of humanity”, and everything, “from a single stalk of weed to a single grain of 

soil to a water drop and a beetle” would have its “own funny private name” 

(Grossman, 2001, p. 88) . This kind of utopia made up of a language that is 

both ever-renewing and particular is central to Grossman’s thinking, both in 

fiction and beyond.  We, as embodied beings, his work suggests, are knowable 

through our private idiolects, and we must therefore be precise in our 

articulation of this unique language, which Steiner calls the language of the 

“unprecedented” (1961, p. 206).   
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A generic vocabulary  

Similar deliberations on the influence of form over meaning surface through 

Grossman’s experimentations with genres which have become an aspect of the 

author’s emblematic ‘language’. In the same way that Grossman emphasises the 

connection between signified and signifier, he foregrounds the relation between 

the frames or templates of his narratives and the stories contained within them. 

The author uses a mode of multi-perspective, eye-witness reportage to delve 

into the predicament of the Palestinian people (Grossman, 1987), a surreal, 

fantastic collage to respond to the Holocaust (Grossman, 1986), and a comedy 

bar to exorcise a deep-seeded trauma (Grossman, 2014), provoking his readers 

to anticipate not only the ‘what’ of his next novel but, perhaps even more so, 

the ‘how’. One critic goes as far as to suggest that “Grossman no longer writes 

what we traditionally think of as novels: he has transcended genre; or rather, he 

has descended deep into the vaults beneath.” (Sansom, 2016). Indeed, while his 

latest book, אתי החיים משחק הרבה [Life plays with me] (Grossman, 2019),  is 

written in a rather more traditional (not to say realist) format, it deviates from 

the conventions of World War II survivors’ biographies in that it refuses to clarify 

where the facts end and where fiction takes over. He also turns to a kind of 

ekphrasis by framing filmed interviews within the overarching narrative to 

reflect on the tension between a memory and its documentation. Clearly, for 

Grossman, a new genre functions as a new language would; it dictates a fresh 

set of rules and conventions and provides him with specific and often surprising 

vocabularies and registers which make the stories appear strange and 

invigorated. Not only this , but by occasionally subverting these generic 

conventions, stretching their limitations and moving beyond their boundaries, 

the author can once again heighten the sense of drama and surprise his readers, 

for example, by breaching the contract between the comic and his audience in 
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A horse walks into a bar, by contravening biographical conventions in Bruno and 

in Life plays with me, or by breaking the epistolary format with the  protagonist’s 

leap into an  embodied actual-world encounter (Be my knife).   

Against such stark examples as listed here, the ‘road-trip’ premise in To the end 

of the land may at first seem less adventurous: A woman is on a journey to either 

flee from notification or towards the land’s edge (this ambiguity is encouraged 

by the contrast between the novel’s Hebrew title and its English translation22).  

However, the novel, somewhat controversially, subverts two generic 

conventions, and it does so to the dissatisfaction of some critics. First, Ora is 

fleeing an imagined antagonist, a product of her panic-stricken mind, whom she 

seeks to defeat by means of magical thinking. This imaginary antagonist and its 

‘superstitious’ antidote has drawn some criticism for what is seen as a motive 

too weak to credibly sustain such a robust novel (Balaban, 2010). The theme 

even managed to earn the novel a (somewhat surprising) chapter in a book 

dedicated to fantasy in Israeli fiction (Newman, 2013). The second subversion of 

generic conventions which has also been the subject of criticism is the book’s 

ambitious and uncompromising project of weaving together historical, familial, 

and romantic narrative threads along with a meticulous inventory of the land’s 

flora and fauna, to imbued the novel with an emotional, political, and literary 

weight that has been seen as too ambitious and wide-ranging for some 

(Friedman, 2008; Oren, 2009).  Grossman, as his latest work attests, is 

undeterred by these calls for more restrained form or thematic plausibility.  

Finally, it should be also clear by now that, despite the constant generic and 

stylistic experiments that characterise Grossman’s oeuvre, a common aspect to 

the range of works discussed here is that they are explicitly and undeniably 

 
22 To the end of the land’s Hebrew title literally translates to “A woman fleeing from notification”.  
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metafictional.   All novels have a protagonist who is depicted in the process of 

either writing or telling a story, and who comments and reflects on his/her 

experiences as they do so. The novels also foreground language, either by 

manipulating and reformulating it or by overt metalingual commentary, in order 

to expose, lament on, or remedy the gap between the lived experience and its 

verbal expression. Reality, context, genre, and even grammar and lexicon 

function as vocabulary-systems for the storyteller; they also delineate 

boundaries which the author is always eager to push against, to stretch, 

reshape, and resist. If this chapter has demonstrated that the author’s life, his 

worldviews, his public persona, his literary style, and his body of work must be 

considered when interpreting (and translating) this novel, the next chapter will 

show how Grossman’s language is also loaded with such extra-textual meaning 

as well as, conversely, with his internal grammar, which is germinated by the 

same worldviews. The same inherent bond between the ‘real’ and the ‘fictional’ 

spheres, between inner and outer worlds, and the same exploitation of the 

contest between form and substance is coded into Grossman’s idiolect and 

imagery. These create unique opportunities to expose Grossman-specific 

translational challenges, and to show the particular aspects of Grossman’s 

Hebrew that, in their bonding to local geography, language, and cultural 

heritage, resist a smooth relocation.  
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Chapter 2: The Language  

Couldn’t we imagine a language so subtle that it reproduces the 
finest details? One which is not, like our everyday language, a 
schematization of the facts, but rather gives us reality in full?  
(Wittgenstein & Waismann, 2003, p. 313)  

 

Hebrew is a flexible language and it surrenders enthusiastically to 
all kinds of wordplay. You can talk in slang about the Bible and you 
can speak biblically about everyday life. You can invent words that 
people can easily understand, because almost every word has a 
root, and people know the derivation or can usually figure it out. It 
is a very sexy language. It is gigantic, heroic, and glorious, but at the 
same time it has large gaps that yearn to be filled by writers.  
(Grossman, cited in Shainin, 2007)   

 

 

I have earlier established Grossman’s aspiration to translate ‘reality’ into a 

language that “escapes the claustrophobia of slogans and clichés,…removes the 

pollutants, and frustrates the schemes of language defrauders and language 

rapists” (Grossman, 2008a, p. 65). Grossman attempts to represent and rectify 

this misuse of language in a number of ways. His fictional storytellers may openly 

deliberate on the linguistic, philosophical, and even methodological issues of 

translating reality, they may look for ways to overcome the loss that is incurred 

in the conversion of their abstract experiences into language, or – as this chapter 

shows - the language itself may be shaped and foregrounded in such a way so 

as to problematise, and at times resist, the possibility of linguistic equivalence. 

Grossman’s metafictional inquiries into the relationship between the subject 

and its portraiture in language, as will be further explored in the next chapter, 

are consistent with postmodernist deliberations on art’s ability to represent life. 
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However, less universal is the author’s attitude to language which, as Lipsker-

Alberck notes, is formed by and deeply grounded within Israeli and Hebrew 

specificities (2012, p. 212). Such specificities, as I show in this chapter, present 

some considerable translational challenges, and I will make these explicit 

throughout this chapter with samples that explicate, offer alternative 

translations, transliterate, and annotate the text in a way that suggests a 

movement towards the visibility endorsed through this dissertation.  

Schleiermacher instructs that the translator must convey “whatever… strikes the 

judicious reader of the original…as characteristic, as intentional, as having an 

influence on tone and feeling, as decisive for the mimetic or musical 

accompaniment of speech” (2012, p. 53), and Bassnett adds that “translators 

have to translate not only the words on a page, but the absent context in which 

those words appear, the text behind the text” (2011, p. xiii). One of Grossman’s 

distinguishing traits, however, is to foreground the sensory elements of 

language so as to entangle a word’s structure, its shape, sound, and even the 

sensation of its utterance, with its meaning, its extra-textual connotation, and 

its cultural legacy. This makes distinguishing the superficial-arbitrary from the 

profound-innate aspects of language  – a task that is necessary for the translator 

– problematic. Not only this, but in Grossman, many intertextual references can 

be coded into single words or phrases as clues for the reader to detect and 

decipher, presenting, as noted by his English translator, constant intellectual-

interpretive riddles (Jessica Cohen, 2017). All of these traits make any pseudo-

scientific pursuit of defining Grossman’s idiolect - his ‘intimate grammar’ - both 

impossible and essential; Impossible because of the infinite interpretive 

possibilities that are generated by the layers of meaning and by the metalingual 

potency of the poetic text, and essential since part of the translator’s task is to 

mimic the author’s idiosyncratic gestures, quirks, and mannerisms. After a brief 
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discussion of Hebrew language and registers, the analysis in this chapter focuses 

on four areas that illustrate some translational challenges specific to this novel. 

These areas include the depiction of the nation’s imagined and real boundaries, 

the utilisation of Hebrew and Arabic languages to comment on and represent 

the Conflict, the assimilation of the military language variety into the domestic 

sphere, and Grossman’s inventive manipulation of the mechanics of the Hebrew 

language to expand the novel’s lexicon of images.    

 

* 

 

Modern, or Israeli Hebrew is a descendant of the language of Canaan (10th 

through first centuries BCE), which is believed to have ceased its function as a 

spoken tongue from around the 2nd Century CE, and retained a predominantly 

religious and literary function until its revival, led by Eliezer Ben Yehuda  in the 

late nineteenth Century (Zuckermann, 2009, pp. 40-42). As part of its 

revitalisation for contemporary use, the new, hybrid form absorbed various 

linguistic traits from Hebrew’s previous incarnations, including its Biblical, 

Rabbinic, and Medieval phases, as well as from European and from Semitic 

languages (Saenz-Badillos, 1993), such as Yiddish and Arabic. Interestingly, the 

language’s revival was influenced and enriched by translation of literature and 

poetry into Hebrew by poets who were not native speakers of Hebrew and who, 

conversely, also brought a “poetics of translation” (Jacobs, 2018, p. 7) into their 

own writing, traces of which can be found in Grossman and other authors of 

subsequent generations. Today, words and phrases are regularly borrowed, 

mostly from English and Arabic (Mar'i, 2013a), and new words are routinely 
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invented by the likes of linguists, writers, and educators, with the Hebrew 

Language Academy acting as the authoritative body for officiating such 

neologisms and for defending the language from alien invasions, albeit with 

varying degrees of success.  

This “strange cocktail23” (Jacobs, 2018), made up of linguistic, stylistic, and 

cultural ingredients, has been naturalised into everyday Israeli Hebrew to a point 

which, as Jacob argues, writing in Hebrew involves shifts between languages and 

registers akin to the act of translation (2018, p. 15). This treasure trove of 

languages, registers, and influences is famously exploited by Grossman, whose 

shifts between national, historical, and stylistic lexicons in a kind of “carnival of 

Israeli-ness” (Kaspi, 2018) has become one of his defining authorial traits. As 

noted by Mercel-Padon, in To the end of the land, it is predominantly Avram’s 

language (often mimicked by Ora and Ilan) that is charged with showcasing such 

linguistic devices as: 

using a higher register than is expected in a specific context, alluding to 
idioms by alliteration, using existing roots in verbal slots left unused by 
Hebrew, deriving verbs from nouns according to the word-formation 
regularities, applying the diminutive or the dual to nouns which officially 
do not take it, inventing nouns by using existing nominal forms which 
carry a specific semantic content (thus inventing a colour or a tool or a 
place). 

(2012, p. 342) 
 

The following dialogue from Avram is characteristic of how Grossman’s writing 

moulds together the various layers and legacies of modern Israeli Hebrew in 

order to create this amalgam of histories and influences. I give its original 

version, followed by my own annotated, rather literal English translation that 

 
23 The title of Jacob’s book, which is derived from an Esther Raab text (Jacobs, 2018, p. 7). 



N i v a  K a s p i  P h D  D i s s e r t a t i o n  P a g e  80 | 195 

 

highlights terms and phrases which were changed in the published translation, 

brought further below:    

Original text: 

אילן...אתה בטח תתחתן עם אורה, סחתיין, נקניק, רק תבטיח לי שלילד שלכם 

ן גויים! ותספרו -ו-מ-הם! אב ה-ר-תקראו אברם, שמעת אותי? אבל עם ה"א: אב

אותך בלילות על  תלו עלי. דיר באלק, אילן, אם לא תעשו את זה, רוחי תבע

 משכבך, תקפל לך את משענת הקנה הקצוץ. 

My visible annotated translation: 

 

Ilan… you’ll probably marry Ora in the end, sahtain24, sausage25, just 

promise me you will name your child Avram, did you hear me? But with 

an ‘h’26: Av-ra-ham! Father of m-a-ny nations! And you will tell him about 

me. Dir balak27, Ilan, if you don’t do that, my ghost shall terrorise28 you 

on your bed by night29 and shall flip the end of your sawn-off rifle30.  

(Grossman, 2008b, p. 555, own translation) 

 

Published version: 

 

 
24 Common Hebrew slang from the Arabic. Meaning, ‘good on you’. 
25 Israeli 1970s slang for ‘you bastard’.  
26 In the Old Testament, as the covenant between man and God is established in the act of the circumcision, 
God declares: “Neither shall thy name any more be called Abram, but thy name shall be Abraham; for a father 
of many nations have I made thee” (Genesis, 17:5). The letter ‘ה’ (‘h’) is commonly used to denote the sacred 
name of the Jewish God. The spelling of Avram’s name, without the ‘ה’ (‘h’), is uncommon, and some critics 
have interpreted this as Grossman’s code for Avram’s Sephardic origins.  
27 Common Hebrew slang from the Arabic meaning ‘be warned’.  
28 Neologism: Grossman here invents a verb out of the noun בעתה. The Hebrew language does not have an 
equivalent verb to ‘haunt’ for collocation with ‘ghost’.  
29 A close paraphrase of  'על משכבי בלילות' from the Song of Solomon “By night on my bed I sought him whom 
my soul loveth: I sought him, but I found him not.” (Song of Solomon, 3:1). This expression is not in use in 
contemporary everyday Hebrew.  
30 A word play on a Hebrew idiom 'משענת קנה רצוץ' derived from the Book of Kings (The Academy of the 
Hebrew Language, 2015). It is also a pun on Abraham’s circumcision during the renaming ceremony mentioned 
above.   
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Ilan…you’ll probably marry Ora in the end. Way to go, you stud. Just 

promise me you’ll name your son Avram, d’you hear me? But with the 

‘h’—Avraham! Father of many nations! And tell him about me. I’m 

warning you, Ilan, if you don’t, my ghost will haunt you at night in your 

bed and bruise your reed.” 

(Grossman, 2010, p. 567) 

 

The published version provides a seamless and largely domesticated text that 

loses some of the intertextual references and the multi-lingual features of the 

original but nevertheless manages to sustain Avram’s temperament, tone and 

wit with natural fluency. The two Arab terms have been replaced with common 

English expressions, but the short form “d’you” used here (instead of Avram’s 

past tense31 in the original) captures Avram’s mock-threatening tone. The 

instance of neologism was replaced by a more conventional collocation pair 

‘ghost-haunt’, and finally ‘bruise your reed’ manages to carry over the archaic 

register and the sexual innuendo, though not the military reference.   On the 

whole, the published version is fluent and does not remind the reader of the fact 

of its translation, but is unable to fully capture the mishmash of registers and 

languages, the sounds and accents, and the web of connections and references 

so typical of Grossman (and Avram). 

 

* 

 

 
31 Use of past tense to issue spoken orders is an IDF idiosyncratic syntax.  
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The link between the Hebrew language and the land of Israel has been 

constantly enlisted for various ideological ends. During the country’s formative 

phase, the Hebrew language, along with geographical territories and political 

independence, was seen as a crucial element in the Zionists’ vision for creating 

a Jewish nation (Azaryahu & Golan, 2001; Glinert, 2017; Harshav, 1993, p. 82). 

Further, in the aftermath of the Holocaust, the revived language helped connect 

the thousands of new immigrants from around the world to the newly-formed 

State and to each other, and has precipitated the development of an Israeli – as 

distinct from a Jewish - culture.  A number of scholars have been arguing that 

this revived Hebrew deserves an entirely new linguistic classification to 

distinguish it from its predecessor (Saenz-Badillos, 1993; Zuckermann, 2009), 

but this idea is rejected by some others, frequently for ideological or political 

reasons (Holzman, 2016). For such opponents, using a single term to refer to 

both ancient and contemporary Hebrew supports the contentious and 

continuous claim the Jewish people have over the land, a claim that draws on 

the Hebrew Bible as its primary evidence for connecting the “Jew back to its 

etymological origin in Judah” (Peleg, 2013). A joint statement by the Israeli 

Prime Minister and the US President is one of many examples of how these 

historical geo-linguistic arguments are used to assert the Jewish people’s right 

to settle on that particular patch of land, notwithstanding the dubious analogy: 

“The Japanese are called Japanese because they come from Japan. Well, Jews 

are called Jews because they come from Judea. This is our ancestral homeland. 

Jews are not foreign colonialists in Judea” (The While House Official Web Page, 

2017). Meanwhile, as noted by Mendel, the Arabic language of the natives, 

which was considered central to the revival of its Hebrew ‘sister’, became the 

language of the foreign ‘Other’ (2015). 
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Tentative borderlines 

“Drive,” she said when she sat down next to Sami. 
“Where to?” 
She thought for a moment. Without looking at him, she said,  

“To where the country32 ends.” 
“For me it ended a long time ago,” he hissed. 
(Grossman, 2010, pp. 148-149) 

 

Bearing in mind the link between the land, language, and the ongoing Israeli-

Arab conflict that is signposted throughout the novel, one feature of the place 

that resists straightforward relocation is the complexity of real and symbolic, 

internal and external, and agreed and disputed boundaries. In reflecting on 

artistic representations of the disputed distinction between Israel and the once-

was/yet-to-be established Palestine, Apter observes that “if there is no 

Palestinian state, there can be no border, and yet…, there is a checkpoint” (2013, 

p. 103), and this checkpoint, as Jacobs notes, has become – through media 

images - a “loaded signifier” (Jacobs, 2012, p. 161). Apter’s paradox is evoked in 

the novel’s representation of Israel’s geopolitical map as a perplexing grid of 

checkpoints and borders borne out of centuries of disputes, legal and illegal 

settlements, as well as social, psychic and imagined demarcations.  The Jewish 

State’s actual borders were established in 1948, expanded in the 1967 

Occupation of the Gaza Strip, the Golan Heights, East Jerusalem, and the West 

Bank, and has since undergone annexations, disengagements, and various other 

 
32 Grossman uses the word 'ארץ' (‘land’, ‘country’, and ‘state’), and the word chosen for the published 
translation is ‘country’ (Grossman, 2010, p. 148). I find this an interesting translational choice. Perhaps a 
deliberate decision not to link between this dialogue and the novel’s English title. Or, maybe the choice of a 
non-idiomatic expression (‘to the end of the country’ instead of ‘to the end of the land’) retains the poignancy 
and originality of Sami’s statement in the original. Perhaps this is Cohen’s way of restoring enstrangement to 
the more commonplace expression used in the novel’s title, which is likely to have been chosen by someone 
other than the translator.   
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acts of segmentations and zonings such as the invisible but clear division into 

East and West Jerusalem and the more recent and controversial stretch of wall 

between Israel and the West Bank. The land is under the control of a number of 

governing authorities, has a complex military jurisdiction, and a set of ever-

changing regulations around movement to and from these different segments, 

applied variously to citizens and non-citizens within each of the segregated 

plots. Even the contest between the spiritual capital, Jerusalem, and its secular 

and more hedonistic contender, Tel Aviv, between left and right-wing 

proponents, and between the Ashkenazi and Sephardi Jews is woven into the 

novel, at times with clues as subtle as the spelling of a character’s name, an 

accent, or a turn of phrase, adding to the socio-linguistic codes embedded within 

the Hebrew text.  This feature of the text is an example of the central position 

that the boundary and its associated themes of ‘us’ and ‘them’ have occupied in 

Israeli culture (Hasson, 1998).  

There are numerous instances in the novel where boundaries are crossed, 

negotiated, and contested, but these are often concealed within subtle clues 

that rely on a native reader’s understanding of the place and its idiosyncratic 

configuration. In the following example, these invisible borderlines and 

interchanges of enemy-ally roles create an absurdist, comical, and heart-

breaking depiction of the characters’ encounters with unimaginative 

gatekeeping mechanisms and their endemic reach. This episode begins when 

Ora, forgetting her taxi-driver friend’s “Arabness” (Grossman, 2010, p. 54), 

engages Sami to drive Ofer to the military meeting point, bound for an operation 

on Israel’s northern border. Placing an Arab – albeit one who holds an Israeli 

identity card - amidst thousands of armed and battle-primed Jewish-Israeli 

soldiers is a taboo-breaking aberration and a disturbance of proper order. More 

crucially to the story, however, Ora’s oversight also inadvertently forces Sami to 
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“add his modest contribution to the Israeli war effort” (Grossman, 2010, p. 63) 

by delivering the Jewish soldier to battle against his Arab ‘cousins’ in Lebanon. 

Ora, deeply remorseful, pledges to make it up to Sami, so when he asks her for 

a favour in return for driving her to Tel Aviv that night, she agrees, albeit with 

some trepidation. Sami’s request is for the ride to detour via some place in Tel 

Aviv’s south33 “where he has to take care of something” (Grossman, 2010, p. 

103). It turns out the ‘something’ is a young, very sick boy called Rami. “Raami34 

or Rami?” (p. 106) asks Ora. “Rami” is Sami’s answer, but when Ora insists, Sami 

admits that “his name is called Yazdi35” (p. 110).  The boy is wearing an old 

Shimon Peres, My Hope for Peace36 t-shirt and a pair of jeans, and this costume, 

along with Sami’s nervous reaction to the roadblock, reveal to Ora the true 

reason for her being there: The boy is an illegal37 Palestinian on his way to 

medical treatment at a clandestine hospital which operates at night on the 

grounds of a Jaffa elementary school (p. 119). He needs a Jewish ‘mother’ to 

help him pass undetected through Israeli security checks. Meanwhile, Sami’s 

Jewish performance for the checkpoint guard, complete with a “baruch 

hashem”38 (p. 114, transliterated and italicised in the original), is so convincing 

that, ironically, it is Ora, and not her two Arab companions, who arouses the 

suspicion of the police. “Don’t worry”, Sami reassures the guard, “she’s one of 

 
33 South Tel Aviv is an area known for its population of foreign workers, asylum seekers, illegal overstayers, 
prostitutes, and the poor.  
34 A name’s spelling, as mentioned earlier, signifies an ethnic/cultural identity.  
35 A more unambiguously Arab name. Also note Cohen’s mimicking of Sami’s incorrect Hebrew ( הוא קוראים"

 (p. 134 ,אותו יזדי" 
36 This is a (presumably 1984) campaign t-shirt for the dovish Israeli Labour leader who, along with Itzhak 
Rabin, received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1994. At the time the story takes place, the right-wing Likud party has 
been in power for some two decades, Itzhak Rabin has been assassinated, and the peace process championed 
by Rabin and Peres is as tattered at the old t-shirt.   
37 A resident of the Territories who has restrictions on traveling to Israel. Access to Israel for medical treatment 
can be difficult for non-Israelis who live in the occupied territories. Special permits are required and delays at 
checkpoints often impact on non-Israeli Palestinians traveling to Israel for this purpose (B'tselem, 2017). 
38 Hebrew for “praise god”.  
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ours”, which means – as he later explains to Ora - “one of ours, even though you 

look like a lefty” (p. 116).   

Through such subversion of geographical and national signifiers Golomb-

Hoffman finds that the novel puts forward “a resistance to the political 

demarcation of territorial claims” (2013, p. 312), which both she and Balaban  

(2010) read as the text’s endorsement of a de-nationalized subjectivity. 

However, while the desire to disentangle the landscape from its politics is 

certainly coded into the text, I suggest this may come not so much to endorse 

an apolitical subjectivity, but out of a desire to expose what Anderson describes 

as the “philosophical poverty and even incoherence” of nationalism (2005, p. 

49). The blunt instruments for enforcing such national boundaries, symbolised 

by the checkpoint police, the soldiers in the Territories, and the impending 

assault of the menacing notifiers, are juxtaposed against the heroine’s rich 

inner-consciousness, the narrative’s poeticism, and, especially, the idyllic 

natural world in which the Galilee’s almost mythical universe is ‘governed’ by 

the infinite buzzings and chirpings of nature, the glory of rocks and streams, and 

the poise of ancient trees that together resist any human attempt to possess it. 

Nevertheless, this ironically diminutive refuge (no place is really that remote in 

this country) can never completely banish the Conflict without, for the 

landscape is constantly interrupted by an array of visitors and wanderers, 

plaques, ruins, villages, paths, and various emblems of conflict (Keren, 2015b). 

Within this literary landscape, as with much of Grossman’s work, a great 

attention is paid to the meticulous and precise naming of things, from people, 

plants and insects to monuments, villages and roads. “I feel that the correct and 

accurate use of words acts like a medicine” (2008a, p. 65), Grossman says, and 

in this novel his obsession works not only to furnish his life-long quest for 
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linguistic particularism, but also to highlight the relationship between a sign and 

its referent, as well as between naming and possessing. As Melcer-Padon notes, 

“land and language are intertwined along the hiking trail” (Melcer-Padon, 2012, 

p. 335), and with many places in Israel bearing a Jewish`, Christian`, and Arab 

name`, Grossman makes use of this legacy to represent the historical claim that 

various groups have been staking over the land. The project of Hebrew’s revival 

and the desire to give or restore to the place a Jewish identity has involved 

assigning Hebrew names to places previously known by their Arabic or Christian 

ones (Amara, 2017). Such institutionalised Hebraicization of the map of Israel,  

which took place in the first two decades since independence`, and which has 

been described as a form of “colonizing” (Zerner, 2014) “cultural-engineering” 

(Azaryahu & Golan, 2001, p. 328), is drawn upon in the novel39. While this 

particular idea can be explicated in a translation, Grossman’s place-names (as 

well as other names) are purposeful and rarely free of some kind of coded irony, 

allusion, reference, or some semantic quirk which is accessible only to the 

Hebrew reader. One such example is when Ora, in a flashback to one of her and 

Ilan’s evening walks, notes the traces of the Arab village that used to be in what 

is now known as Mevo Beitar (Grossman, 2010, p. 455). The seemingly arbitrary 

name Mevo Beitar (‘Beitar’s gateway’) is loaded with cultural, historical, political 

and linguistic implications. This village was founded in 1950 by the Beitar 

movement40, on the site of the ‘depopulated’ Arab village of Al Qabu (al-Khalidi, 

cited in Zochrot, 2014).  In the same scene, which is brought below, Grossman 

alternates between Hebrew and Arabic place names to reflect the “renaming 

 
39 In The Yellow Wind, Grossman quotes author and researcher Nissim Krispil who notes that some place 
names which were changed to Hebrew are now referred to by Palestinians with the prefix ‘Ma Rah’ (‘gone’) 
(Hebrew version page 29)   
40 Beitar is the Revisionist Zionist youth movement which is affiliated with the right-wing nationalist Likud 
Party. 
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plot line” (Zerner, 2014, p. 38) in a way that brings the course of the conflict into 

the couple’s private path: 

and sometimes they walked to the Ma’ayanot [Hebrew] River, down in a 
wadi [Arabic] full of gushing water and little gardens where the villagers 
of Hussan [Arabic] and Battir [Arabic] planted eggplants, peppers, beans, 
and zucchini. When the first intifada started and they were afraid to walk 
in that part, they chose a wooded area near a fork in the road… and when 
they moved to Ein Karem [Hebrew], even before locating the nearest 
grocery store, they sought out a walking path that was not too capricious 
but not boring either, not remote but not too popular, a path where a 
couple could walk and talk calmly and sometimes hold hands or kiss. Over 
the years they found other paths, less open ones, in wadis and among 
olive groves, near sheikhs’ [Arabic] tombs and the ruins of houses and 
ancient watchmen’s huts. They walked these paths whenever they had 
time, which was sometimes early in the morning, but that was only when 
the kids were older and more independent, and Ofer could make fancy 
omelets and sandwiches for school, for both himself and Adam. 
(Grossman, 2010, pp. 455-456) 

 

Place-names thus pose interesting translational challenges, and while 

translation theory often uses the terms ‘domestication’ and ‘foreignisation’ 

metaphorically to refer to the degree and nature of the source text’s 

assimilation into the target language and culture, these terms are seldom 

applied in relation to the translation of proper nouns such as place names. In 

considering the translation of toponymies, the translator must decide whether 

to provide the common English name (eg: ‘Jerusalem’), to transliterate 

(‘Yerushalayim’), or – less commonly – to translate the meaning of the place-

name into English (‘City of Peace’). These choices impoverish the translated texts 

by either over-emphasising some Biblical or other ancient bond, exoticising the 

mundane, or conspicuously foregrounding the literal meaning. The original text, 

on the other hand, naturally and unobtrusively carries over all of the name’s 

interpretive possibilities. Not only this, but there is also the issue of the same 
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name received differently by the two reader cohorts. Edward Said, by a 

coincidence fortunate to this study, meditates on such asymmetry when he 

observes the unevenness between the Arab name, ‘Sami’, and its English 

equivalent, ‘Sammy’.  In its English version, Said notes, ‘Sammy’ is an “inelegant 

nickname”, whilst in Arabic, the name, meaning “high” or “heavenly”, is much 

more dignified and elevated. The two, Said concludes “coexist in the bilingual 

ear, unresolved, never at peace” (2002, p. 231); they are a kind of ‘false friends’, 

paired only by a superficial similarity (2002). As with ‘Raami’ and ‘Rami’, 

‘Galilee’41 and ‘גליל’ [Galil] - the very fact of the names’ similarity or even surface 

identity deceptively conceals their estrangement.  

 

A good Arab 

During my compulsory military service, I (the writer of this 
dissertation) commuted daily between my home in a kibbutz close 
to the Gaza strip, and my base in Beer Sheva, some 40km away. In 
the mornings, having to choose between a lengthy bus trip and a 
much shorter ride hitched from the main road, I usually opted for 
the second option. One morning I got into a car driven by a young 
man in jeans and ‘bible’ sandals – the unofficial kibbutznik uniform 
– with a small boy of around six or seven sitting in the passenger 
seat next to him. I happily got in the back, and during polite 
conversation, the driver asked if I wasn’t afraid to be hitch-hiking 
around that area.  “Not at all”, I replied, and went on to explain that 
I didn’t hitch rides with Arabs, and that most of the other cars on 
that road were of trusted local kibbutzniks. “Are you sure you don’t 
hitch ride with Arabs…?” the driver asked with a challenging but 
gentle smile. Embarrassed, I mumbled an apology, but the driver 
undoubtedly knew what I meant. I didn’t hitch rides with those 
other, non-Israeli Arabs from Gaza, the ones with the blue number-

 
41 It is fair to assume that for many non-Jewish readers of the English text, ‘Galilee’ would be associated with 
Jesus and with Christian folklore, whilst in contemporary Israel the Galil is a popular get-away destination 
which is also known for its sizeable Arab population.  
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plates. He, with his yellow plates, was an Israeli citizen. A good 
Arab. “One of ours” (Grossman, 2010, p. 53), as Ora says.  

 

In the novel’s small cast of characters, Sami - Ora’s Arab-Israeli taxi driver- is the 

figure who most overtly problematises national demarcations, affiliations, and 

allegiances; posing translational challenges that are both thematic and linguistic. 

A master in the art of blending-in and, more figuratively, as his taxi trespasses 

various actual and imagined borders, Sami’s character constantly shifts between 

both sides of the Arab/Israeli binary and in between. His bi-cultural, bilingual 

figure, despite being a singular, vibrant personality in his own right, clearly 

represents the hybrid (Atalia, 2014) or hyphenated (Hammack, 2010; Rabinowitz 

& Abu-Baker, 2005) existence that typifies the minority group to which he 

belongs and their relations to other participants in the Conflict, namely the non-

Israeli Palestinians, the greater Arab world, and the Jews.  Texts such as 

Grossman’s political nonfiction writing, and in particular The Yellow Wind (1987) 

and  Sleeping on a wire: Conversations with Palestinians in Israel (Grossman, 

1992), which undoubtedly provided some background research into the 

construction of Sami’s character, may be useful companions to the necessary 

stock of dictionaries, religious and historical text, and literary works to consult 

for the text’s interpretation. In addition, a familiarity with the Arabic language, 

its accents, grammar, the Israeli-Arabs’ Hebrew variety, and an awareness of 

linguistic interference  – the way in which Hebrew and Arabic influence one 

another – may also impact on both interpreting and understanding this feature 

of the text. As with much of the novel, some social and historical context is 

helpful and will introduce my analysis of this aspect of the text.  
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In 1947, two years after the end of the Second World War, the United Nations 

passed a resolution to partition the land that was then known as Palestine into 

two countries, Israel and Palestine, in order to give the Jewish people their own 

independent state. Arab leaders had objected to this partition and waged a war, 

now known by Jews as the War of Independence, resulting in a further loss of 

land and a displacement of many in the events that the Palestinians refer to as 

the ‘Naqba’ (‘catastrophe’). Most of the displaced Palestinians have fled to 

neighbouring countries, while others remained within Israel's borders, their 

ancestral homeland, effectively having to adjust to becoming “a majority turned 

minority” (Rabinowitz & Abu-Baker, 2005, p. 6). Over the next decade or so, a 

number of Palestinians returned to Israel, mostly via family reunification 

programs, and today, the group known as the Palestinian Citizens of Israel, 

Palestinian Israelis, or, more colloquially, Arab-Israelis, makes up around 21% of 

the country’s population (Central Bureau of Statistics, 2018). The village of Abu 

Ghosh, where Sami and his ancestors have lived for generations, sits on the 

outskirts of Jerusalem and, significantly, is known as a symbol of peace and 

unity. Its impartial position during the Naqba has won favours with the Jews, 

who have allowed its residents to stay in their homes, albeit - as we are 

reminded by Sami – while forfeiting some of their land.  

While the Palestinian citizens of Israel have ostensibly equivalent status to the 

country’s Jewish citizens, there are areas in which they are unable to partake as 

equals. Within current Israeli politics, for example, The Joint Arab List, despite 

being the third largest faction in the Knesset, has a limited influence on the 

State’s mechanisms of power since it does not belong to either the coalition or 

the opposition block. In terms of the Palestinian Israelis’ affiliation and national 

identity, the terms “hybrid” (Atalia, 2014), “hyphenated…contested, 

fragmented, and varied” (Rabinowitz & Abu-Baker, 2005, p. 12) are often used 
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to convey their sentiments towards the State of Israel which is characterised by 

the tension between their desire for civil equality and peaceful co-existence 

within the State, and a loyalty to their non-Israeli Palestinian counterparts in the 

Occupied Territories and beyond (Atalia, 2014; Rabinowitz & Abu-Baker, 2005). 

As to the predicament of some 4.8 million non-Israeli Palestinians residing in the 

West Bank, Gaza, and East Jerusalem, their freedom of movement is significantly 

hampered by numerous fixed and spontaneous checkpoints, roadblocks, and 

travel bans, which the Israeli Government justifies as measures necessary for its 

protection from acts of terror and other hostilities. This impacts on the local 

economy in those areas, leading to unemployment, poverty, and poor access to 

medical facilities (B'tselem, 2017), which Grossman acknowledges in the 

episode cited above involving the smuggled sick child, Yazdi, as well as in the 

accounts relating Ofer’s military service in this region.  

Like Sami, most Israeli Palestinians speak Arabic as their first language and learn 

Hebrew as a second language largely so they can take part in the country’s 

economy. It is estimated that around two thirds of Palestinian Israelis describe 

themselves as having a good command of Hebrew (Mar'i, 2013b), as opposed to 

the findings by the Van Leer Institute (Shenhav, Dallashi, Avnimelech, Mizrachi, 

& Mendel, 2015), that only a tenth of Jews in Israel identify as having a good 

level of speaking or understanding Arabic.  The daily interaction between the 

two language groups, be it through work, the military, or via the media, as well 

as the shared etymological and historical bond between the sister-languages, 

has meant that words have migrated over the years and have naturalised in 

each-other’s lexicons. It is, however, interesting to note that while Hebrew 

interference in the Arabic of Arab-Israelis is mainly through the borrowing of 

work-related terminology (Mar'i, 2013b), Arabic words have migrated into 

Hebrew military slang (Rosenthal, 2007), and have also taken a sizeable share of 
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Hebrew’s swear-words and profanities (Mar'i, 2013a). This asymmetrical 

exchange, as argued by Henkin-Roitfarb, is also felt in the status of the two 

languages as second languages within their respective groups of speakers. For 

the Jews, the Arabic words are incorporated into the vernacular, lower register, 

whilst for the Palestinians, Hebrew fluency indicates a higher status, facilitating 

a greater economic participation as discussed above (2011).   

Over the course of the novel, Sami’s changes in attitude towards the Jews mirror 

those found in the actual Palestinian Israeli community of the last few decades 

(in Atalia, 2014, for example), from docile assimilation, to a more assertive, 

autonomous identity42.  Sami and Ora’s personal-contractual relationship can 

also be traced along significant phases in Jewish-Arab relations. They begin with 

a period Ora calls the “twenty good years” (Grossman, 2010, p. 298), during 

which she enjoys a friendly co-existence with her Arab driver, who had generally 

conformed to the Palestinian Israelis’ “commitment to operate legally and non-

violently within the Zionist establishment” (Atalia, 2014, p. 191). A “little 

underground cell in the heart of the ‘situation’” (Grossman, 2010, p. 299) is the 

description Ora gives the family home at that time, and this analogy could easily 

apply to the taxi as a sanctuary for the Jewish woman and her Arab driver who 

became  – it is narrated with some poignant irony -  “almost one of the family” 

(p. 53, my italics).  

Grossman captures the complexities of this quasi-honeymoon phase in Jewish-

Arab relations in a mise en abyme that is overflowing with ideological, linguistic, 

 
42 At the time of writing this chapter, the Israeli government has passed its controversial Nation-State Law, 
resulting in unusually wide-scope protests by Israeli Arabs. In response to the Law, Grossman has published a 
much-quoted column titled “Equality is not a prize”. In it, he criticises the new Law’s degradation of the status 
of the Arabic language, writing that “Hebrew and Arabic are sister languages that have been woven into each 
other throughout history…There are not enough words in the Hebrew language to protest and decry its sister’s 
insult” (David  Grossman, 2018, my translation ). 
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and cultural "speed-bumps of untranslatability" (Apter, 2013, p. 3). In it, Ora 

recruits Sami to join her in scouting 1950s memorabilia for a US-funded project 

to construct a mini-replica of the State of Israel in the Nevada Desert (Grossman, 

2010, p. 58).  The two spend considerable time together traversing the country 

in search of iconic cultural emblems of that era which they needed to beg or 

prize out of their current owners. As it turns out, it is the Arab's charismatic 

charm and his chameleon-like ability to assimilate (perfected over a lifetime, it 

is assumed), along with the shared “epidermic identity” (Oppenheimer, 1999, 

paraphrasing Fanon) between many Arabs and Jews, that wins him the trust of 

their prospective vendors: 

Sami Jubran’s warm, earthy charm encircled everyone he met. The elderly 
kibbutzniks were positive that he was a former kibbutz member (which 
was true, he told her jokingly: “Half of Kiryat Anavim’s lands belong to my 
family”). In Jerusalem, at a local backgammon club, a few men pounced 
on him, convinced he had grown up with them in the Nachlaot 
neighborhood and even claimed to remember him climbing pine trees to 
watch Hapoel soccer games in the old stadium. And a vibrant Tel Aviv 
widow with bronzed skin and jangling bracelets determined that he was 
without a doubt from the Kerem: even though he a was little fat for a 
Yemenite, it was obvious that he was “with roots,”43 she said when she 
called Ora the next day for no reason. “And very charmant,” she added, 
“the kind of guy who definitely fought in the Etzel. 
(Grossman, 2010, pp. 58-59)  

 

This ironic micro-replication of the conflict, where an Arab is employed on a US-

sponsored project to commemorate Jewish settlement on the disputed land, is 

an obvious commentary on the power-relations between Jews and Arabs and 

on the US’s and the global Christian community’s endorsement of the Jews as 

chosen custodians of the Holy Land. It also exemplifies the demands placed on 

 
43 An interesting choice here to translate literally this Hebrew idiom, which in English would mean something 
like ‘of good stock’.  
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Palestinian Israelis for collaborating with the Zionist project, and the extent to 

which not only Hebrew language, but also the dominant Jewish-Israeli folklore 

has permeated the cultural vocabulary of Palestinian Israelis, perhaps a result of 

what is seen by some as the State’s early project to “re-educate” this minority 

group (Shakour & Tarabeih, 2015, p. 297). This kind of innate fluency is 

tremendously difficult to replicate in translation, since so many localised 

memories, stories, and ideas are welded into the symbolic relics that Ora and 

Sami collect on their trips and into the places they visit and the people they meet 

along the way.  

 

One example of such an untranslatable relic is the 'Kolboinik'; a compound word 

made of kol (‘everything’) and 'bo' (‘inside it’) with the Russian 'nik' suffix 

commonly attached to early Hebrew slang. In the English version, the word is 

translated simply as to "stainless-steel basin" (Grossman, 2010, p. 58). This is an 

understandable translational choice since the word has such wide cultural 

connotations that it would require a lengthy footnote, if not an entire essay, to 

explain not only what it means (a stainless-steel container positioned at the 

centre of a kibbutz's dining-room table for depositing food-scraps), but also the 

egalitarian and communal principles on which the kibbutzim were founded, and 

the significance of the kolboinik’s disappearance along with the cessation of 

communal dining in the now largely privatised kibbutzim, which reflects more 

broadly the demise of collectivist values within Israel’s political and social 

landscape. Once again, in addition to the nostalgic lament that this humble 

kolbionik conjures, the fact that the Arab has internalised and become fluent in 

this cultural icon comments on the nature of the power relations between the 

dominant and the minority culture and hinges on the reader’s ability to note and 

interpret these dynamics.   



N i v a  K a s p i  P h D  D i s s e r t a t i o n  P a g e  96 | 195 

 

Sami’s Jewish façade or his ability to ‘blend in’, as shown above and in the 

previous checkpoint example, is primarily reserved for more formal interactions 

with Jewish strangers and officials. With Ora, however, within the enclosed taxi, 

he sometimes performs the role of a “pet Arab” – that stereotypically loyal and 

exotic creature (Rosenthal, 2005, p. 85), though he maintains underneath an 

unyielding, dignified pride in his Arab culture that refuses to be domesticated, 

even by his close friend. His language is described by Ora as “Arabesque 

Hebrew” (Grossman, 2010, p. 59), but hints of subversion emerge in a form of 

the "ironic power speech" (Hawker, 2010, p. 4) typical of Palestinians of that 

time, which utilises “Hebrew's connotation of Israel's dominance in paradoxical 

situations" (Hawker, 2010, p. 4). Making reference to the 1947 UN Partition Plan 

for Palestine, for example, Sami, who “was an explicit clause” in Ora and Ilan’s 

separation agreement (Grossman, 2010, p. 54) jokes about the Jews’ habit of 

dividing up the Arabs (2010, p. 54) when referring to his split allegiance between 

Ora and Ilan. He also attributes the reason he is mistaken for a kibbutznik to the 

fact that "half of Kiryat Anavim's44 lands belong to [his] family" (p. 58), and refers 

to his children as his "five demographic problems" (p. 62)45.  Ora, for her part, 

admires her friend for his resilience and unfailing gentle-manliness, and chooses 

to ignore her husband’s warning that “gentle he may be, but just wait till he gets 

his chance. Then you’ll get to see some gentleness a la Allah46” (p. 60).  

Devastatingly, it is Ora’s casual oversight of Sami’s “Arabness” (Grossman, 2010, 

p. 54) that leads to the eventual crisis in the relationship between the Jewish 

woman and her Arab friend. This happens when she asks Sami to transport Ofer 

 
44 A kibbutz near Abu Ghosh.  
45 This resembles a similar comment made recently by Aymen Odeh, the Arab-Israeli leader of the Hadash 
Party, in response to Netanyahu’s referring to the Arabs as an existential threat. Odeh tweeted a photograph 
of his children in pyjamas with a caption that read “better put these three existential threats to bed”.  
46 An ingenious solution from Cohen here for Grossman’s wordplay on "עדין"  and “דין-מוחמד-בסייף” [‘Din 
Muhammad Bissaif’ Arabic for ‘Muhammad’s religion in his sword’] 



N i v a  K a s p i  P h D  D i s s e r t a t i o n  P a g e  97 | 195 

 

to the military meeting point. The timing of the fictional rift, at the beginning of 

the twenty-first century, coincides with the changing attitudes of Israeli 

Palestinians towards their non-Israeli counterparts (Atalia, 2014). From that 

point onwards, Sami assumes the same demonstrable “Palestinian identity 

accentuation” that has been observed in Arab-Israelis during this period 

(Hammack, 2010, p. 368) which aligns them more closely with the non-Israeli 

Palestinians. This change is reflected mostly in Sami’s speech, which takes on a 

broad Palestinian accent and syntax. In The Yellow Wind (1987), Grossman 

comments on such assumed accent adopted by some of the Palestinians he 

interviews, observing that “even those who can pronounce the ‘p’ in ‘politics’, 

say ‘bolitics’, as a sign of defiance, in which there is a sort of self-mocking” 

(Grossman, 1988, p. 8). A similar tendency is reflected in the following 

annotated segment, taken from the earlier scene in the taxi which Sami has, 

incidentally, just reupholstered in a deliberately “Arab taste” (Grossman, 2010, 

p. 66) fake leopard-skin.  Sami modifies his speech to perform the kind of 

defiant, self-mocking identity accentuation which indicates to Ora the extent of 

his antagonism towards her: 

“You47 people,” he hisses through the rearview mirror, “you’re always 
looking for a story in everything. So you’ll have it for your telefision show 
or a movie for your bestivals, not so? Ha? Not so?”  
Ora pulls back as though she’s been slapped. “You people,” he called her. 
“Bestival,” he said, brandishing the accent of Palestinians from the 
Territories, whom he’s always derided. He was defying her with a put-on 
“dirty Arab” persona48.  
“And this kid, it’s just a sick kid, just nothing. Sick. A ree-tard. You can’t 
make a movie about him! There’s no story here! We take him, we drop 

 
47 Grossman uses a single word, אתם, which is second-person plural. 
48 The Hebrew text here is ‘התריס מולה בערבושיות נרכשת’. This literally translates to something akin to ‘hissed 
to her in acquired Arabushese’, adapting the derogatory slang Arabush.  
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him at a house down there, with some doctor, we go to wherever you 
need, we drop you there, and khalas49, everyone’s happy.”50  
Ora’s cheeks are flushed. It was the way he shoved her into that “you 
people” that riled her up and, as though she really is not facing him 
alone—as though she is with them—she says slowly, almost spelling out 
each letter, “I want to know who this child belongs to. Now, before we 
reach the checkpoint, I want to know.” 
(Grossman, 2010, pp. 111-112, all italics in the original) 

 

Sami’s ability to shapeshift as well as his changing attitude are thus constructed 

into the language through his particular use of syntax, grammar, vocabulary, and 

accent, all of which are extremely complicated to export to another language. 

The “movement” metaphor (Cheetham, 2016, p. 245; Jacobs, 2013, p. 297) 

frequently used to illustrate the phenomenon of translation do not apply so 

comfortably here, since such metaphors hinge on the presence of a distinct 

boundary between the local and the foreign, and between a nation and its other 

(Armstrong & Federici, 2006). Grossman’s text, on the other hand, like others of 

its kind,  “acknowledges positions and articulations of in-betweenness within 

linguistic, geographic, and cultural text and contexts” (Jacobs, 2018, p. 

16).Translating the in-between idiolect of bilingual and by-cultural characters 

such as Sami necessitates a renegotiation of the convenient binaries of ‘source’ 

and ‘target’ languages (Grutman, 2006) that neatly correspond  to single nations 

or ethnic groups. As Sami’s character exemplifies, Israel’s contentious 

geopolitical demarcations, with its de facto partner, Palestine, sitting both 

within and without it, spawns languages which are enmeshed together, mingle, 

infiltrate one another, and struggle for recognition in a way that at times mimics 

 
49 An Arabic word used commonly as Hebrew slang for ‘finish’, ‘enough’, ‘end of story’. The word is not 
italicized in the Hebrew text. 
50 This final outburst by Sami is filled with subtle grammatical errors such as wrong/missing pronouns or 
conjunctions, and is also accented in the original.  
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the contest between the two peoples. As such, I share Grutman’s (2006) 

sentiment that these literary instances of language varieties or multilingualism 

demand inventive solutions so they could capture the tensions and power 

relations between the dominant language and its deviants.  

In Sami’s case, I detect three language ‘varieties’ that illustrate the “in-

betweenness” described above. The first is the charming ‘Arabesque’, or 

oriental Hebrew he entertains Ora with during the “good years” in the taxi,  the 

second is the standard Israeli Hebrew he uses in formal encounters with 

authorities and strangers (at times to disguise his Arab identify), and  the third 

is the “Hebrew-Arab” (Mar'i, 2013b) or Arabicized Hebrew variety of the 

Palestinian Israelis which he adopts during the crisis with Ora. While the text is 

not multilingual proper, Grossman’s strategic performance of the Hebrew 

language by the Arab relies on the innate ability of the native reader to 

distinguish between these different varieties and to be alert to the significance 

of the character’s switching between them. This presents considerable 

translational problems that are similar to the “socio-semiotic” (Lee, 2011, p. 98) 

ones affecting multilingual texts, as well as to those complicating the translation 

of dialects.  Transposing the linguistic traits of characters who speak a non-

standard variety can misrepresent the original text in a number of ways which, 

in this case, arise from the asymmetry between the Hebrew-speaking Arab and 

Jew, and the discolcated English-language rendering of the Hebrew-speaking 

Arab and Jew. The translated text is removed from the conflict-zone of the novel 

not only geographically and politically, but also linguistically, and must in the 

conversion consider issues of fluency, comprehensibility, and style. Apter warns 

that the process of linguistic standardization affecting translation products, for 

example the smoothing-over of non-standard language varieties, can lead to a 

(mis)representation of minority speech, and to a further disempowerment of an 
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already marginalised dialect (2006). Not only this, but since readers tend to 

attribute a higher status to characters who use the standard language variety, 

and a lower one to those who speak in dialect or accents (Ramos Pinto, 2009), a 

translation that is not sensitive to this prejudice can misrepresent the ‘balance 

of power’ that exists between speakers of different language varieties in the 

original text. As though mindful of this negative bias against the non-native 

speaker, Sami exaggerates his mispronunciations and grammatical errors, and 

this has the paradoxical effect of undermining Ora, who in this little performance 

is ridiculed into the role of the cultivated landlord dominating the inarticulate 

primitive Arab.  

In addition to the character who speaks the language of the dominant culture as 

a second language, there are also instances in the novel where Jewish characters 

speak Arabic, and whilst these situations may have a different intended effect, 

they pose similar translational complexities. Arabic words and phrases in the 

novel are utilised for multiple ends such as semantic, aesthetic, or ideological, 

and this literary device also relies on the shared linguistic and cultural 

understanding between the native reader and the speaking character, as well as 

on the similarities between the two Semitic languages. At times, the Arabic 

words and phrases that Grossman chooses to insert into the dialogue exemplify 

the effect of the conflict on the development of Israeli Hebrew mentioned 

earlier, particularly the way Arabic has permeated military speech. An example 

of this are the Arabic words and phrases peppered throughout Avram’s tragi-

comic two-way radio monologue, or when the two brothers-soldiers, Ofer and 

Adam, rehearse the phrase for detaining a suspect, “stop or I’ll shoot…Wakef 

wa’la batukhak” (Grossman, 2010, p. 499), which are transliterated and 

italicised in the original. These instances can often be resolved relatively 
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smoothly in translation without losing much of their meaning and effect, as in 

the latter example from Ofer and Adam.  

There are, however, instances where the physical constituents of words and 

phrases are used to invoke a different kind of ‘linguistic interference’. One 

example is when Grossman uses Arabic words to intrude on the holiest of 

domestic sanctuaries – the family’s kitchen -  in a much-cited monologue often 

referred to as Salat Aravi (Arabic Salad) (Grossman, 2010, pp. 599-600). In this 

scene, while Ora is chopping vegetables to prepare Ofer’s favourite Arabic salad, 

she is overcome by a rage that erupts into a different kind of ‘salad’51; a verbal 

one made up of the Arabic names, words and phrases which are familiar to every 

Israeli. As though lifted from a spoken-word, poetry-slam performance, Ora’s 

monologue is composed of the names of battle-grounds, towns, refugee camps, 

generals, terrorists, and weapons, and it emphasises and comments on the 

word’s sonic and tactile properties as much as it does their connotative charge. 

Cohen leaves the Arabic more or less intact by using transliterations:  

Ora attacks the vegetables. She grabs a sharp knife, swings it, and lands it 
down furiously to dice Abd al-Qader al-Husseini with Haj Amin al-Husseini 
and Shukeiri and Nimeiri and Ayatollah Khomeini and Nashashibi and 
Arafat and Hamas and Mahmoud Abbas and all their kasbahs and 
Qaddafis and SCUDs and Izz ad-Din al-Qassam and Qassam rockets and 
Kafr Qasim and Gamal Abdel Nasser. She slaughters them all together: 
Katyushas and intifadas and martyr’s brigades, and the sacred and the 
sanctified and the oppressed, Abu-Jilda and Abu Jihad, Jebalia and 
Jabaliyya, Jenin and Zarnuga, and Marwan Barghuouti, too. God knows 
where all those places are, anyway. If they could at least have normal-
sounding names. She sighs. At least if their names were just a little nicer! 
Feverishly brandishing the knife, she finely chops up Khan Yunis and 
Sheikh Munis, Deir Yassin and Sheikh Yassin, Saddam Hussein and al-
Qawuqji. 

 
51 The word for ‘salad’ in Hebrew is also a common slang for ‘mess’, ‘mixture’, ‘disorder’.  
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(Grossman, 2010, p. 600) 

 

The historical-cultural knowledge gap of the translation’s potential reader in this 

instance is fairly obvious, but the implication of the language shift  –  conveying 

in English the sensation of a Hebrew speaker uttering Arabic words, when a 

reader’s ear may not be accustomed to the original sounds emanating from Ora, 

puts a greater distance between translation and original. “Hizmeh and Halhul 

and Al Jab’ah” (Grossman, 2010, p. 599), Ora hisses, and in the next sentence, 

Grossman carefully selects for her three uncommon Hebrew onomatopes that 

mimic the throaty sound and choking sensation of the Arabic language they 

describe: “these ugly names…all this Arabic with its khirkhurs and la’lu’s and its 

ja’jus” (Grossman, 2008b, p. 584, my transliteration). In the English version, the 

three words become “the gurgles and grants and yammer” (pp. 599-600), which 

preserve some of the onomatopoeic properties of the original, but do not carry 

their Arabic diction, nor are they able to convey the affinity between the two 

languages that is coded into the Arabic-sounding Hebrew words. These are 

instances of language akin to Pound’s definition of the Melopoeic, where “the 

words are charged, over and above their plain meaning, with some musical 

property, which directs the bearing or trend of that meaning” (1960, p. 25). Not 

only this, but here the sound of the words and the sensation of their utterance 

collude with their meaning to become potent symbols of the conflict and its 

invasion of the family home.  

The bond between the two languages, Arabic and Hebrew, is emphasised 

throughout the novel and is shown to be a significant feature of the place. 

Whether in Avram’s sophisticated hybridized word-plays, in the bilingual 

toponomy, in the military jargon, or in Sami’s strategic code-shifting, the sister-
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languages suggest an intrinsic connection between the two people; a 

connection that is also manifest in the ambiguous and disputable nature of the 

boundaries between them, and in the ways in which the text challenges markers 

of national identity more broadly. Code-switching in literature is a noted 

translational pitfall since it “embodies socio-semiotic meanings” (Lee, 2011, p. 

98) that may not carry through to a ‘disinterested’ language domain. 

Multilingualism is a similar challenge, and particularly in a language that has 

admitted untranslated and reformulated foreign words into its literary lexicon 

(Jacobs, 2018). Relocating the textual situation into a language group and 

landscape that is extrinsic to it becomes a form of ‘dubbing’ that attempts to 

present as natural what is incongruent, irrespective of the quality of any 

translation.   Fluencies that are innate to the native reader must be introduced 

to readers of the translation by way of italicization, explication, annotation, or 

other means, or simply – as at times Cohen sensibly does – be transliterated and 

unexplained,  left to linger in the reader’s imagination.  

Military secrets 

Lee suggests that the use of idiolect poses similar translational challenges to 

those presented by bilingual code-switching (2011), and I find that this assertion 

is also true for the translation of particular sociolects; in this case the use of 

military jargon in this novel. Although not an official language variety, the impact 

of the military vocabulary and syntax on Israeli Hebrew is another linguistic 

feature which resists simple equivalences since it, too, is naturalised into the 

common everyday speech in Israel. Such assimilation of the military speech into 

the civilian is but one manifestation of the way in which the army and the 

conflict are normalised in Israeli society. In my interview with Cohen, the 

translator singled out this aspect of the language/culture as a translational 

challenge which required particular care to avoid making what is quite routine 
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in the Israeli context appear exotic or strange in the translation (Jessica Cohen, 

2017)52.  Indeed, the presence of soldiers and weapons within civilian life - in 

supermarkets, restaurants, on public transport and on beaches - is regarded by 

most locals as familiar and reassuring  (Grassiani, 2013), while to foreigners this 

aspect of the place is an odd and often intimidating spectacle. The need of Jews 

to defend themselves, precipitated by the events of the Holocaust and by their 

volatile relationship with their Arab neighbours, is an almost-indisputable 

governing principle of the State, supported by most on both the left and right 

side of politics, and with a system of compulsory military service, almost every 

Israeli household includes at least one soldier. As a result of this widespread 

militarism, the language of the IDF has made its way into civilian life, and military 

terminology, slang, and even diction and tone of voice have infiltrated everyday 

speech (Rosenthal, 2007).  This aspect of contemporary Hebrew is certainly 

reflected in To the end of the land. In a sampled section of the novel in which 

the events of the Yom Kippur War are recounted  (Grossman, 2008b, pp. 525-

541), I have found a number of IDF acronyms ( ,.אמ"ן, חמ"ל, מא"ג, מש"ק מ.ק

 a ,(ג'ובניק, הלמוט, שפנייה) some military-specific slang ,) נגמ"ש, סמ"ך

euphemistic idiom (53החזיר ציוד), Hebraicized foreign words ( ,ג'ריק ן, גנרטור

  .(גפרורים ,כחולים) and two-way communication codes (סיגנלים

Interestingly, Rosenthal notes that while soldiers and civilians are brought closer 

by this shared lexicon, the military code can also form a barrier between the two 

groups (2007, p. 5) as well as between combative and non-combative soldiers. 

In addition to a commonly-accessed, popular military vocabulary, Rosenthal 

 
52 Interestingly, Cohen also notes that this inevitable exoticisation of the military  - in the translated novel - is 
one translational gain, since it is aligned with the novel’s critique of the way in which the military is naturalised 
within Israeli civilian life (Jessica Cohen, 2017). It also means readers of the translation are more closely 
aligned with Ora, who feels alienated from her men-soldiers.  
53 Literally translates to ‘returned equipment’, meaning ‘died’.  
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argues, the differences in military participation, such as between combative and 

non-combative soldiers, means that subsets of this sociolect are only available 

to those within a particular group (2007). Also, since the “front/rear” binary of 

Western military hegemony, in which the front is predominantly male and the 

peripheral rear is female, is also true of the Israeli army (Lomsky-Feder & Ben-

Ari, 1999, pp. 229-230), the linguistic difference between combative and non-

combative soldiers is in effect one that is also based on gender. In the novel, 

such combative (and predominantly male) ‘language’ is made up of specialized 

vocabulary, of a folklore of untold battle-ground stories and - significantly for 

Ora - of a particular belief system and code of conduct. Thus, the linguistic 

exclusion Rosenthal is referring to, and which he attributes in part to the 

demand for secrecy, for example in two-way communication (2007), also 

signifies a fundamental ideological difference that places Ora – the mother - in 

opposition to her husband and sons (all combating soldiers), and contributes to 

her decision to flee. In the same way that Ora is repulsed by the Arabic conflict-

vocabulary, she rejects the military speech-ideology (and the two seem 

inseparable to her) that is about to claim her son’s life and that is also 

threatening her core humanistic values.  

In her flee from her Jerusalem apartment, Ora reacts not only against what she 

believes is Ofer’s impending actual death, but also against the earlier 

‘notification’ of Ofer’s departure from her moral and ideological world. This 

separation between mother and son is constructed in the novel as a process of 

gradual linguistic differentiation. The story traces in minute details how the 

pure, embodied, and innately wise first syllables of baby Ofer gradually devolve 

into the jargonised and hollow rhetoric of the ‘poisoned’54 soldier. With his 

 
54 Slang for a ‘die-hard’; someone who is blindly dedicated to a cause. 
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enlistment to the military, Ofer’s transformation seems complete, and Ora 

recognises that her son has become fluent not only in the military speech, but 

also in its doctrine. The dialogue below illustrates how Grossman foregrounds 

certain aspects of language such as the deployment of euphemistic acronyms, 

the stock-phrases of military rhetoric, and a dose of the soldierly macabre 

humour, to present the stark incongruity between mother and son: 

A long time ago, at the beginning of Ofer’s service in the Territories … she 
heard a strange sound from the steps that led from the back of the house 
down to the garden. She followed the sound to the edge of the garden 
and saw Ofer sitting there, wearing shorts and an army shirt—he was on 
leave—carving a beautiful stick with his penknife. She asked what it was, 
and he looked up at her with his ironic, arched eyebrows and said, “What 
does it look like?”  
“Like a rounded stick.”  
He smiled. “It’s a club. Club, meet Mom. Mom, meet club.”  
“What do you need a club for?”  
Ofer laughed and said, “To beat up little foxes.”  
Ora asked if the army didn’t give him weapons to protect himself with, 
and he said, “Not clubs, and clubs are what we need most, they’re the 
most efficient weapon in our situation.” She said that scared her, and he 
said, “But what’s wrong with a club, Mom? It’s minimal use of force.”  
Ora, with uncharacteristic cynicism, asked if they had an acronym for that, 
“MUF, or something.”  
“But clubs prevent violence, Mom! They don’t create it.”  
“Even so, allow me to feel bad when I see my son sitting here making 
himself a club.” 
(Grossman, 2010, pp. 502-503) 

 

If Ofer adopts the language of the IDF as his own, and Ora remains excluded 

from it, Avram disarms this language by incorporating its vocabulary and syntax 

into his own inventive and playful idiolect in a way that subverts its original 

utilitarian-ideological function. This, manifestly, is the task of the author-artist, 

for Avram clearly shares not only Grossman’s love of writing and literature, his 
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particular form of linguistic ingenuity (Melcer-Padon, 2012), his obsession with 

detail, and his fondness of neologism and wordplay, but also some key 

biographical details. Both Grossman and Avram are around the same age, have 

written and performed in radio skits, both served in Military Intelligence, and 

both are Arabic speakers (Ministry of Education, 2018).  Avram, it is interesting 

to note, is also a translator for the military intelligence, and his role involves 

listening and translating military secrets from the Arabic (Grossman, 2010, p. 

558). For Avram, the language of the military and the translated secrets are a 

haul to add to his cache; to be played with and moulded and added into his 

already vibrant stock of dialects. As an Intelligence officer, he confesses to be 

less interested in the intercepted military secrets than in “the stupid things, the 

little intrigues among the officers, the jabs, the gossip, all kinds of hints about 

their private lives” (2010, p. 558); their stories, in other words. He may have 

“adopted military lingo, making it sound like his mother tongue” (p. 552), but he 

does so as a thespian might, in character, rather than as one who is taken by its 

moral or ideological underpinning. His poeticism is primed to subvert and 

ridicule the crude jargon of the IDF by turning this ‘military lingo’ against itself.  

Avram’s final ‘radio skit’, delivered as he lies injured and incapacitated, waiting 

to be captured, tortured, and irreparably damaged, is possibly the author’s 

(fictional and real) antidote to the formal-issue IDF scriptures. In Avram, 

Grossman asserts the “centrality of the human voice” (Ben-Dov, 2013, p. 287); 

a voice which is resounding in its rich intertextual references, language varieties, 

neologisms, registers, imagination, humour, and emotional thrust.  This comic-

tragic one-way, two-way radio55 monologue (a sad irony since Avram is heard by 

a distraught Ilan and others at base, but cannot receive any messages in return) 

 
55 This pun is not possible in English as Hebrew has no idiomatic equivalence for ‘two-way radio’.  
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allows Avram to showcase his force of artistic brilliance that will only be 

glimpsed again some three decades later, during the hike. He calls out “Hey!...If 

anyone’s listening, write down this idea” (Grossman, 2010, p. 572) and precedes 

to dictates his ideas, including the scene-settings for his own funeral: 

A street, daytime, people walking quietly. Silence. No noise at all, not 
yelling, not whispering. No soundtrack. Among the walking people, a few 
stand on crates here and there. And then the camera narrows in on a 
young woman standing, let’s say, on a laundry tub. That’s what she 
brought with her from home. A red laundry tub. She stands there hugging 
herself. She has a sad smile, she smiles into herself. 
(Grossman, 2010, p. 575) 

 

I conclude this section showcasing a number of examples from that same ‘radio 

skit’. The excerpts are provided in their published translations and I include my 

own extensive footnotes to demonstrate the complexities and some of the 

solutions to translating Avram’s extra-ordinary idiolect:   

  איפה נעלמתם, כרותי אשך, חולי צפדינה, שהרוח שלי תרדוף אתכם בלילות 

(P. 537) 

 

“Where is everyone? You scurvy-ridden eunuchs56, may my spirit haunt you at 

night!”  

(P. 546) 

 

מתחנן לפניכם לחוש ולהצילו לפני שישכב עם אבותיו, ם...כאן אברם הכאן אברם מחמלכ

 שדרך אגב היו מסרבים בכל תוקף לשכב אתו בתואנה שפציעתו נחשבת לנידה

(P. 541) 

 

 
56 The Hebrew term here is ‘testicle-amputated’. 
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 “This is Avram begging you to hurry and save him before he lies with his 

forefathers, who, incidentally, adamantly refuse to lie57 with him, claiming his 

injury is considered menses58—”  

(P. 551) 

 

 מאזינים יקרים...הזדרזו ובואו, כי עוד מעט לא תהיה חלוקת אברם59 לאף-אחד

 (P. 541) 

 

“Dear listeners,” …Hurry up and get here, ’cause soon there won’t be any Avram 

left for anyone.” 

 (P. 551) 

 

  ]שר[: "ואין זו סתם סוכה, מוארת וירוקה60" 

(P. 542) 

 

“My sukkah is a delight—with greenery and lights!”  

(P. 552) 

 

 יש חושך מצריים

(P. 549) 

 

 
57 The word used in Hebrew is ‘לשכב’, which translates to lie down but also slang for ‘to have sex with’.  
58 The Hebrew word used is ‘Niddah’, which translates to ‘expel’ or ‘exclude’ is the term used in Jewish Law to 
refer to menstruation. According to Jewish Law, sexual relations are forbidden during the time of 
menstruation.  
59 The Hebrew term חלוקת refers to the days of austerity or from Kibbutz folklore of distribution of basic 
supplies.  
60 A well-known Sukkot song. Sukkot is a Jewish holiday that occurs five days after Yom Kippur.  
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but it’s dark as Egypt—” He paused, then added with a weak sigh: “Dark as Egypt, 

get it?”61  

(P. 561) 

 

לעצמו. י לכלוב, השתחלתי, נשכבתי עוד פעם בתנוחת הדרוויש המוצץ , חזרתבקיצור

 אם רק הייתי יודע להפעיל את המכשיר הדפוק הזה, קיביני! מישהו שומע? הלו...

 (P. 554) 

 

“Bottom line, I’m back in my cage. I crawled in here, lay down again in the 

dervish-sucking-himself position. If I only knew how to operate this lousy 

machine, damn it62! Anyone there? Hello . . . 

(P. 556) 

 

 שיבואו כבר... שיצעקו את האיטבח שלהם וישרפו

 (P. 561) 

 

“I wish they’d come already…I wish they’d shout out their Itbach al Yahud63 and 

burn it all64.”  

(P. 574) 

 

 דונט שוט!... אנא בלא סלחא! אין נשק!

 (P. 562) 

 

 
 is an idiomatic expression in Hebrew to describe an extreme (’literally ‘Egyptian darkness) חושך מצריים 61
darkness. It is Avram’s characteristically dark humour to play on that expression in that scene. Cohen resolves 
this by adding the ‘get it’, to point to the joke.  
62 The original term is a profanity adopted into Hebrew slang from the Russian language.  
63 In the original, the familiar Arabic phrase is shortened to ‘Itbach’. Cohen complete the battle cry to ‘Itbach al 
Yahud’ (‘slaughter the Jews’).  
64 Translates to ‘burn themselves’  
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“Don’t shoot!” he shouted in English. Then he tried Arabic65: “Ana bila silakh! 

I’m unarmed!”  

(P. 576) 

 

New language  

A few months before Uri’s death, in a piece he wrote about life in a conflict zone, 

Grossman quotes Bertolt Brecht: “He who laughs has not yet heard the terrible 

tidings” (2008a, p. 44). Grossman proposed then that when living with such a 

persistent threat of bad tidings, surrounded by fear-inducing stereotypes and 

generalizations, literature preserves our “right to individuality and uniqueness” 

(p. 51), and it does so not so much by exerting thematic victories, such as in 

allowing good to overcome evil, but through creative means, amongst which is 

its commitment to “the precision of words and descriptions” (p. 51). In 

Grossman, this devotion to precision often draws on the physical aspects of 

language such as its structures and sounds, and on unusual and surprising 

positionings and permutations of words, all of which amounts to the virtuosic 

‘Grossman language’ that critics and readers often refer to and marvel at.  

In this novel, a proliferation of ‘organic’ neologisms is crafted in order to 

represent the bond between the mother, the land, and the child that is central 

to the text.  To expand his literary lexicon, Grossman frequently turns to the 

mechanics of the Hebrew language (Melcer-Padon, 2012), and in particular to 

its grammatical root structure, creating a language in which, as noted by Lipsker-

Albeck, inner secrets make their way into the public sphere without losing their 

singularity and uniqueness (2012). Hebrew words are made up of sequences of 

three or four ‘root’ consonants - ‘triliteral’ and ‘quadriliteral’ - which are 

 
65 The original reads ‘don’t shoot [in transliterated English]! Ana bila silakh! No weapon! The last phrase has a 
slight grammatical error common to the Hebrew spoken by Arabs.  
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inflected by the addition of vowels, diacritical signs (vowel marks), prefixes, and 

suffixes, to form words and to indicate their tense, gender, and other grammatic 

categories. For the native speaker, since the rules of inflection are fairly 

consistent and predictable, it is possible to estimate the meaning of an 

unfamiliar word by recognising its root consonants and observing the pattern of 

its inflection. What Grossman does, is to “legitimize” neologisms (Stein, 2006, p. 

455) by unobtrusively exploiting these patterns so as to expand his vocabulary, 

counting on the reader’s imagination and innate understanding of the language 

mechanics.  For example, the root letters ל, מ, נ  (N, M, L) of the noun נמלה 

(nemalah, meaning ‘Ant’), receives the prefix להת (le’hit), to create a verb   

 a word that does not exist, but ;(le’hitnamel, Grossman, 2010, p. 277) 'להתנמל' 

is instantly understood to describe the tingling, ant-like sensation Ora 

experiences in her feet. Another invented verb,  התברווזה (Hitbarvezah p. 222, a 

verbing of the word Barvaz , meaning ‘duck’) is used to describe Ora’s duck-like 

gait, and  התבצקה (p. 102) is perfectly plausible for referring to something that 

is ‘turning dough-like’. These neologisms are often used to anthropomorphise 

the natural world to zoomorphise human traits, and work to construct into 

language the essential link between people and their natural or even inanimate 

environment and to question the opposition between human and nature.  The 

terms, which are at once meta-linguistic and poetic (Stein, 2006), create a “sense 

of the land as an animated being” (Golomb Hoffman, 2013, p. 316) at the same 

time as they draw attention to language’s capacity to revitalise what may have 

otherwise been flattened by overuse and banalities. Such “tightness” of Hebrew, 

in relation to the English language which would require additional words to 

achieve that same aim, is a recognised challenge to the translation of poetic 

texts  (Bloch & Kronfeld, 2009), and it also makes the replication of Grossman’s 

neologisms impossible or difficult at the least. 
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Besides the new words that are borne out of the inflection of root letters, 

Grossman also makes language appear new and strange by applying to humans 

metaphors from the natural world and vice versa, often using a succession of 

compound or possessive forms in unusual or surprising contexts.  אשה קירחת"

 literally (Grossman, 2008b, p. 197) שנחשי ורידים כחולים ועבותים טיפסו ברגליה" 

translates to “a bold woman that blue and lush vein-snakes were climbing up 

her legs”. The mixed-metaphors as well as syntactic formation of the image 

which would be both grammatically problematic and stylistically questionable in 

English are turned more palatable but less startling in the translation to: “a bald 

woman with thick blue veins snaking up her legs”66 (Grossman, 2010, p. 186).  A 

more extravagant example comes in the following description, in which the 

annotations explicate instances of untranslatability: 

בתוך גבעול יבש של כלך רוחשות נמלים, מכרסמות את העצה67 ואת פירורי 
הדבש הקרוש שהדבישו68 כאן דבורים בשנה שעברה. ושרביט זעיר של סחלב 
מיתמר, סגול ופרפרני69, ושני אשכי פקעותיו70 שבאדמה – אחד מתרוקן לאיטו 

, ואחד מתמלא. וקצת הלאה מזה, בצל שכמו הימנית של אברם, נזמית קטנה
לבנה, שקועה בענייניה הסבוכים, שולחת אותות ריח לחרקים שבלי הרף 
מתלבטים בינה לבין אחרות71, וגם מצמיחה לה בתוך כך גביעים פורים, 

 להאבקה עצמית, למקרה שאלה יכזיבו.  
(Grossman, 2008b, p. 224) 

 

The above excerpt also exemplifies Grossman’s passion for a precision that, in 

addition to the neologistic inflections and unusual metaphors, draws on an 

esoteric scientific vocabulary in order to identify and name each species of plant 

 
66 When I questioned Cohen about the possibility of mimicking Grossman’s neologism she has replied that such 
attempts would neither work in English, nor receive an editor’s approval (Jessica Cohen, 2017).  
67 A botanical term (‘lignin’). Possibly left untranslated due to the obscurity of the English term.   
68 A typical Grossman neologism. Taking the root letters of the word ‘honey’ (ד,ב,ש) and turning into a verb 
‘honeyed’.  
69 Neologism. Akin to ‘butterflied’  
70 A Grossman metaphor using the unusual possessive pair: ‘its two testicled-bulbs’  
71 Since the deadnettle is female and the insects are male, the erotic nature of this description is diminished in 
translation to a non-gendered language.   
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and insect, its anatomy, its idiosyncratic behaviour, and its movement within the 

landscape. Cohen’s translation, although unable to carry over the entire range 

of syntactic, alliterative, and connotative potency of the Hebrew terms, 

eloquently preserves the pedantic terminology of the original as well as its 

playful, anthropomorphic, and somewhat erotic tone:  

They sit looking down at the verdant valley. Behind Avram, in his shadow, 
is a silent commotion. Ants bustle along a dry stem of fennel plant, 
gnawing at the wood and the crumbs of congealed honey left by last 
year’s bees. A tiny scepter of orchid stands tall, purple and light as a 
butterfly, its pair of tuberous roots in the earth—one slowly emptying out, 
the other filling up. A little farther away, in the shade of Avram’s right 
upper back, a small white deadnettle, engaged in its complicated affairs, 
sends out olfactory signals to insects that constantly flit between it and 
other plants, and it grows fertile sepals, for self-pollination, in case the 
insects fail it. 
(Grossman, 2010, pp. 215-216) 

 

Another Hebrew-specific trait that has become typical of Grossman’s writing is 

his fondness of what Schleiermacher calls “the musical elements of language” 

(2012, p. 52), or his use of the words’ phonological properties for poetic ends as 

well as to reflect moods and themes within the narrative. These aspects of 

language are often overlooked by Western approaches to translation, which 

emphasise “hermeneutic, linguistic, or pedagogical” elements and devalue the 

text’s “acoustic information” (Kathleen Shields, 2011, pp. 89-90), even as it is 

widely appreciated that the sonic property of a word can be of equal significance 

to its lexical definition. Ben Dov notes the way in which Grossman uses graphic 

devices such as dashes and spacing between letters to convey sounds (2013, p. 

291), but unlike Ben Dov I believe Grossman does capitulate on the aural 

properties of the word itself, too, even if these only ‘play’ silently in the mind 
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and imagination of readers. Shklovsky has written about the sensual capacity of 

particular words to provoke certain emotions (1985), and his description of the 

poet Goncharov’s selecting words, not for their meaning, but “as precious 

stones or cloth are arranged according to their colour” (Shklovsky, 1985, p. 11), 

can be equally applied to Grossman’s prose, which is drawn to the tangible 

textures of utterances. In the following example I provide the original text and 

follow it with a list of transliterated onomatopes to demonstrate how these 

words help construct Ora’s emotional soundscape when she senses Ofer’s 

presence within the surrounding landscape: 

Original version:  

ק את הנגינה של לקראת צהריים גם התחילה לשמוע אותו, לא דיבור ממש, ר
ק הצרצרים קולו מעבר לכל רחשי העמק, מעבר לקולות הזמזום והציוצים וצקצו

עצמה והחרחורים של אברם מאחוריה ורחש הממטרות הענקיות -והנשימות שלה
רקטורים הרחוקים והמטוסים הקלים שחגו לפעמים בשמיים.בשדות ומנועי הט  

(Grossman, 2008b, p. 181) 
 

Transliterated sounds: 

 

‘Rahashei’ = ‘the rustles of’ 

‘Zimzoom’ = ‘buzz’  

‘Tsiutsim’ = ‘twitters’ 

‘Tsiktsook’ = chirp 

‘Tsartsarim’ = crickets 

‘Neshimot’ = breaths 

‘Hirhurim’  = grunts 

‘Mamterot’ – sprinklers 

‘Tractorim’ =  Tractors 
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Published English version: 

…and toward noon she started to hear him. It was not speech exactly, just 
the music of his voice carrying over all the sounds of the valley: the hums 
and the twitters and the chirping of crickets and her own breath and 
Avram’s grunts and the hiss of the huge sprinklers in the fields and the 
distant tractor engines and the small planes that sometimes circled above. 
(Grossman, 2010, pp. 166-167) 

 

Often, Grossman draws on a word’s sound, semantic field, lexical meaning, 

inflection, and colloquial usage – to introduce a recurring motif that constructs 

and reiterates the emotional state of which the word becomes symptomatic. An 

example of such recurring permutations in this novel appears in a number of 

words drawn from the semantic field of water and used to epitomise Ora’s 

relationship with her husband and sons. The first word, derived from the roots 

-with its prominent onomatopoeic, sucking ,(’m.ts.i. meaning ‘to extract) מ.צ.י. 

like ‘ts’ sound, is the reason Ilan gives Ora for the separation.  The word he uses, 

 ,literally translates to ‘I have exhausted (Grossman, 2008b, pp. 141, 260) 'מיציתי ‘

squeezed, or extracted’. It is deeply insulting in this context, used as slang for 

‘this relationship has nothing more to offer to me’. This has been translated to 

“I’ve run my course” (Grossman, 2010, p. 254), which is able to retain the insult 

but not the onomatopoeic and semantic thrust of the Hebrew word. The English 

language is also incapable of replicating the permutation of the Hebrew root or 

the semantic and sonic proximity between למצות (‘to extract’, ‘to juice’) and 

 another recurring verb which in the novel is used to describe ,(’to flood‘) להציף

Ora’s tendency to ‘flood’ or ‘inundate’ (Grossman, 2010, p. 176)  her sons with 

attention or affection, a tendency that “in her long life among the tribe of men” 

she has learned to contain (Grossman, 2010, p. 146). The flooding and extracting 

are joined to by a third water-born term, ‘sponging’ (in Hebrew the same word 
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is used for ‘absorbing’), which Ora uses to describe her role in the family: “a 

skilled sponge. Most of what she’d done for twenty-five years was mop up 

everything that poured out of the three of them” (Grossman, 2010, p. 311)72. 

These word-clusters, their reverberating sounds and the way they stubbornly 

persist in Ora’s mind, spell out the “mechanisms of drainage and irrigation and 

purification and desalination” (2010, p. 311) that, looking back now, has come 

to typify Ora’s domestic purpose. They are loaded with etymological legacy, 

semantic kinship and, in some cases, onomatopoeic effects that are attached to 

the specific characteristics of the Hebrew language and its treatment by 

Grossman.   

To conclude, this chapter expands on some of the challenges to translating 

Grossman that arise from his particular use of the Hebrew language and from 

some culturally specific vocabulary that resist retelling in another language. 

Since “the language of Grossman’s protagonists is reborn daily” (Lipsker-Albeck, 

2012, p. 215), some aspects of this ever-renewing, singular language, by its own 

definition, resist retelling. Grossman’s writing is borne out of its historical, 

geographical, cultural, and linguistic terrain in the same way a tone of voice is 

formed by the anatomy of its bearer, and in trying to convey it in another 

language, we must turn to mimicry, explication, or paraphrase. However 

successful this venture may be, the translated version remains, in some sense, a 

spectator of the linguistic events that take place in the original, not capable of 

perfectly reproducing them. While these observations apply, to an extent, to any 

literary translation, I have shown here how Grossman’s elaborate intertwining 

of language, place, and meaning, and his constant metatextual and metalingual 

digressions, present some unique complications.  The fact that Grossman’s 

 
72 Balaban notes the “overbearing Jewish mother” as a recurring motif in Grossman’s work (Balaban, 2010, p. 
64). 
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literature is universally appreciated at the same time as it is written in such 

quintessentially Israeli-Hebrew is perhaps a testament to his skill as a storyteller 

and a credit to his translators, who manage to detect, capture, and properly 

render the literary ambience of the text. In the next chapter, I turn my attention 

to the fictional translating character, Ora, who must work with the language to 

create a portrait of her son. As always in Grossman, the mother’s language 

yearns to be private, singular and authentic, but at the same time strives to 

respond to and reshape the more ‘public’ reality that is the ongoing Conflict.  
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Chapter 3: Ora 

 

ירע רע, כי הסיפור שלי עימדי.אלך בגיא צלמוות, לחש אברם, לא אגם אם   
(Grossman, 2010, p. 562) 
 

“Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,” Avram 
whispered, “I will fear no evil, for my story is with me”. 
 (Grossman, 2010, p. 574) 
 

I have noted earlier how translators, authors, and scholars often reflect on the 

philosophical and methodological similarities between storytelling and 

translating. Le Blanc reasons that “what translation invariably foregrounds is the 

difficulty of carrying over verbal propositions from one language to another, or 

even the quasi-impossibility of embodying a mental proposition (meaning) in a 

verbal proposition (letter)” (2012, p. 37). In what is referred to as  the “fictional 

turn” in translation studies (Vieira 1995, cited in Long, 2013), researchers have 

been drawing on literary works to explore translational issues, with some 

suggesting that literature can reach further than theory in its imagining of the 

minds and hearts of  professional translators (Arrojo, 2018).  While such studies 

tend to choose texts that feature bilingualism, translation, or a translating 

character as their case studies, this chapter presupposes a kinship between 

storytelling and translating and draws on the approaches set out in the fictional 

turn to consider a text that more implicitly but just as revealingly explores issues 

that are pertinent to the study of translation.  To the end of the land deliberates 

on key translational problems such as loyalty to an ‘original’, embodied subject, 

the creative-interpretive role of the ‘translator’, the inevitable effect of the 
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mediator, and the incompatibility between one ‘language’ and another. In this 

chapter, I turn my attention to the protagonist, Ora, in order to explore how she, 

the storyteller, approaches the task of translating her son’s life – his being - into 

language.  This language, unlike Grossman’s Hebrew that is the subject of the 

previous chapter, is a more private dialect that poses different challenges in its 

conversion to a known language. Studying Ora allows me to establish how 

translational-theoretical problems present themselves in the novel, to observe 

some of the solutions that emanate from the text, and to reflect on the parallels 

between the fictional translator and her ‘real’ counterparts, further developed 

in Chapter 4.  

In studying Ora’s task as translational, I am focusing here on the overarching 

narrative frame that deals with the mother’s retelling of her son’s (and her own) 

life, rather than on the story of the love triangle that unfolds within it.  I observe 

how, through Ora’s story, Grossman continues his venture to push against the 

naturalised national narrative and towards a singular, private account, in this 

case of the (maybe) fallen soldier. Ora’s rendition of Ofer’s life in narrative (and 

in this sense the free indirect discourse mode unites the intimate narrator with 

Ora the character) has a single purpose: to save Ofer’s life both pragmatically 

and metaphorically. Since Ofer’s birth, Avram – his biological father - has been 

resisting any contact with, or news of his son, and has preferred instead to let 

Ora and Ilan raise Ofer as their own child. However, for Ora, the imminent threat 

to Ofer’s life demands that the figure of the biological father be reinstated within 

the son’s biography so that he can know and love his son if not - as Grossman 

clarifies - in real life, then through story (Kerbel, 2011). Thus, at the same time 

as Ofer is ‘kept alive’ through his mother’s refusal of the news of his death, he is 

also brought to life and commemorated through the story that the mother 

presents to the father. Not only this, but within a national, almost systemic 
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tendency to define the individual by its own dogmatic, utilitarian categories, 

reducing Ofer to ‘soldier’ and  Ora to “a soldier’s-mother” (Balaban, 2010; 

Shiffman, 2013, p. 359), Ora’s translation of Ofer strives to capture his unique 

luz and grant him a longevity that surpasses the physical lifespan and the 

commemorative template ascribed to him by the nation. Thus, I will show how 

through Ora’s transformation from disengaged complicity to active resistance, 

Grossman continues his venture to reformulate, using his literary imagination, 

what is passed off for ‘history’ and ‘truth’.   

This novel draws on the tropes of the genre of the bildungsroman to depict Ora’s 

evolution from disengagement to activism and from silence to speech. Ora 

achieves a kind of maturity in a process that is at once physical and psychic 

whereby a journey through the land parallels and perhaps even assists in the 

creation of a life story. Ora begins as an unlikely storyteller who, like some of 

the more experienced translators featured in Chapter 4, is afflicted by 

apprehension and self-doubt. Her uncertainty about being able to tell Ofer’s 

story “the right way” (Grossman, 2010, p. 204) emerges through her indecisive 

oscillations between this and that fragment of memory, her testing-out words, 

phrases and narrative styles, and the constant deliberations that infuse the self-

reflections interpolated within her tale.  Ora does not regard herself as 

linguistically proficient or ideologically lucid as the men in her life. She is, rather, 

a tentative writer and a woman who is guided by her intuition as well as by a 

solid set of humanistic values. A self-proclaimed sufferer of “appliance dyslexia” 

and “user-manual illiteracy” (Grossman, 2010, p. 142), Ora is a skilled interpreter 

of bodily secrets (symbolically, Ora is a qualified physiotherapist) who feels 

unprepared for the monumental translational task of capturing her son’s life in 

words: 
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How do you tell an entire life? A whole decade would not be enough. 
Where do you start? Especially she, who is incapable of telling one story 
from beginning to end without scattering in every direction and ruining 
the punch line—how will she be able to tell his story the right way? 
(Grossman, 2010, p. 204) 

Becoming a storyteller 

It is interesting that while Grossman doubts Ora’s capacity to flourish as a 

storyteller, the text itself works against the author’s assertion. When 

interviewed, Grossman determines that Ora is “not an artist”, and that she is 

“very rooted” with “two feet on the ground” (Kerbel, 2011). Ora’s husband, Ilan, 

mockingly adds that “she needs a few drafts just to write a grocery list” 

(Grossman, 2010, p. 294). Her youthful experiments with “hiking songs, for trips 

and camps, nonsense…of the limerick family” (p. 49) further work to depict Ora 

as an unsophisticated and even amateurish writer. However, Ora’s manifest 

failings are undermined by the presence, deep inside her mind and body, and 

speaking in Ora’s own voice, of a narrator who is extraordinarily adept at using 

language to “[translate] perceptions… into physical sensations” (Alter, 2010, p. 

38). The familiar, embodied vocabulary that is so emblematic of Grossman 

(Golomb Hoffman, 2013) with its visceral and evocative richness, presents Ora, 

and somewhat paradoxically, as a linguistic virtuoso precisely because of her 

sensuous, almost counter-verbal endeavour. Here, for example, the mundane 

scene of a mother nursing her new-born baby is made miraculous through such 

intimate and lyrical “magi-erotic” (Melamed, 2008) prose that can only come 

from deep within the mother’s insightful body-mind, rather than from any 

external, detached entity: 

And the moments—the chasms—between Ofer’s cries of hunger and the 
second her nipple disappeared into his lips. When he screamed, his body 
seemed to utterly collapse, like a body that knows it will die. The fear of 
death flowed into him quickly, and she filled the spaces that were void of 



N i v a  K a s p i  P h D  D i s s e r t a t i o n  P a g e  123 | 195 

 

food. He screamed and wailed until the rhythmic stream of her life stuff 
slowly filled him up, and a glow of relief illuminated his little face: he was 
saved, she had saved him, she had the power to. She, who every single 
time she shifted from fourth to third gear had a morbid fear that she was 
shifting into reverse—she was giving life to a person! 
(Grossman, 2010, pp. 344-345) 

In thus conflating – to paraphrase Genette - “who speaks?”, not only with “who 

sees?” (Genette, 1982, p. 93) but also with ‘who senses?’, this seemingly 

tentative and unlikely storyteller turns out to be reborn into an “artist” (Milner, 

2013), or even a “novelist” (Mintz, 2013b, p. 337) who produces the most 

exquisite  – the best available – rendition of this particular story.  

Ora’s story is composed of a complex collection of memories and testaments, 

funnelled through the single prism of the protagonist-narrator who has a 

particular intent and audience. In framing parts of the tale as Ora’s verbal 

rendition to Avram, and other parts as narrated thoughts, which Mintz calls 

“internal monologue” and “true speech”, respectively (2013b, p. 336), and with 

some key segments, such as the Yom Kippur War scenes, being a rendition of 

Ilan’s account to Ora,  Grossman alerts the reader to the multiple layers of voices 

and perspectives that influence her narrative (Melcer-Padon, 2012). The 

inclusion of these multiple voices and perspectives also draws attention to the 

numerous choices and decisions that need to be taken by the storyteller-

translator as she considers the function of her narrative and its effect on Avram 

as her target audience. Foregrounding the presence and significance of the 

target recipient in the exchange, Ora’s story makes explicit the censoring of self, 

the echoing of others, and the constant revisions and clarifications that are an 

inevitable part of any verbal act.  
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In a further development of these metafictional themes, Grossman introduces a 

prop in the form of a notebook which Ora takes with her on the hike. Although 

Ora only manages to write a handful of pages before the notebook is 

inadvertently left behind on the track, her writing offers some interesting 

insights into her experimentations with this most crucial of biographies. Her 

italicised entries, which are interpolated in the novel within scene descriptions, 

thought-narration and dialogue, draw attention to the multiple voices and the 

various stories that make up a life: the stories we tell ourselves, the stories we 

tell others, the stories others tell us, the stories we write, and stories about 

telling stories. All these modes of rendering amass to a single narrative even as 

they differ in style and in perspective; revealing in what is outwardly told as well 

as in what remains censored. The example below, in which Ora describes Ilan’s 

first meeting with the new-born Ofer, illustrates this idea of a story being 

composed of plural voices, memories, reflections and dialogue, with the 

italicised text used for the notebook entries: 

And Ilan had no choice at that point, so he smiled crookedly and said, “Listen, 
pal, I’m your dad and that’s that, no arguments.”  
She looks up at Avram and smiles distractedly, though with a glimmer of 
distant happiness, and sighs.  
“What?” asks Avram.  
“It’s good.”  
Avram props himself up slightly. “What’s good?”  
“To write.”  
“So I hear,” he says dismissively and turns away. He, who wrote all his life, 
right up to the last minute, until the Egyptians came and more or less took 
the pen out of his hand. 
(Grossman, 2010, p. 275) 

 

The notebook works to explicate Ora’s role as a translator-biographer who is 

facing for the first time intellectual, creative, emotional, and even ethical 

questions about her craft. Like many other metafictional texts, the novel 
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illustrates (and the notebook comes to emphasise) that writing itself is “the 

most fundamentally problematic aspect of that text” (Waugh, 1984, p. 22). As 

with any translation, its function as a permanent tribute to an original brings 

about a sense of weighty responsibility, and Ora begins tentatively with that 

bland, amateur, ‘down to earth’ style that characterised her pre-hike self: 

“Ofer was born in a routine delivery, nothing difficult, and very quick. 
Maybe twenty minutes from when Ilan got me to the hospital. It was 
Hadassah Mount Scopus. We got there at around seven a.m., after my 
water had broken at six or so, in my sleep”   
(Grossman, 2010, p. 271)  

She revises to include even more details, as if correcting an official protocol, 

exemplifying the obsessive re-drafting habit ridiculed by Ilan. “Ofer was born at 

seven twenty-five in the morning. It was a very easy, quick delivery” (p. 271). 

Although she orders herself to “expand a little”, but, still, with “facts, not 

mascara” (p. 276), she is unable to stick to those so-called ‘facts’ when 

eventually her tale becomes inundated by vivid memories in which “from one 

story to the next, from one word to the next, baby Ofer becomes clearer in her 

own mind, slowly sculpted into a boy” (pp. 347-348). There are infinite number 

of stories that sculpt Ofer’s portrait: his “green pyjamas with the half moons” (p. 

347),  the time “a cat scratched his face at the playground” (p. 346), “the slight, 

endearing stammer in his sh sounds, especially when he was excited” (p. 167), 

his “affection for miniscule toys with lots of detailed accessories” (p. 348), “the 

time he rehabilitated a small well that had dried up near Har Hadar” (pp. 204-

205), the short film he’d made in tenth grade, which “did not show a single flesh-

and-blood figure, only the shadows of the characters” (p. 205). The notebook’s 

significantly short-lived presence in the tale reminds us of the limitations of the 

writing medium and of the historical-documentary format, for these are 

ultimately incapable of containing and accounting for all of the dimensions and 

sensations of life as it is experienced.   
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Self-reflexivity  

Grossman frequently utilises self-reflexive narrators like Ora, who deliberate on 

the formation and execution of their stories, and I will later question why the 

same privilege is not afforded to most working translators.  This literary device 

which is aligned, as noted, with postmodern sensibilities,  emphasises the 

relationship between life and its translation into art, foregrounds the role of the 

individual in constructing and representing reality, and questions the notion of 

‘truth’ by exposing the relative subjectivity of the observer. When combined 

with the unusual generic templates that are regularly deployed by Grossman, 

the texts both perform and comment on the relationship between form-

medium and substance-message. In the same way that any translated work is “a 

sort of prolonged annotation” (2013, p. 210), any story or verbal account -  as 

we see in Ora’s tale - is also an explication and exposition of the subject, its 

mediator, and the process of its rendition.  

Grossman’s stories tend to foreground the process of their production in order 

to question the story’s capacity to account for its subject. In See Under: Love , 

the capacity of literature to render the inexpressible horrors of the Holocaust is 

questioned through fragmentation and reiteration. In A horse walks into a bar 

(Grossman, 2016), the “comic façade” (Kaspi, 2017) of the performer  fails to 

contain the tragedy simmering beneath, and in Grossman’s latest novel, Iti 

Ha’haim Mesahek Harbeh ([Life plays with me], Grossman, 2019), the 

documentary film genre is exploited to incorporate visual memories into 

narrative and to allow the narrator, Gili, to respond to the image of her and her 

subjects’ younger selves emanating from the old footage.  However, and despite 

acknowledging the influence of the ‘fictional turn’ on this dissertation, I am 

reluctant to read these instances of ‘visible translators’ as purely theoretical or 

intellectual musings on the writing process or on the ontological capacity of art. 
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Grossman’s writing is simply too emotionally evocative and his characters far 

too absorbed in their storyworlds to be read solely from such prism. Rather, I 

regard Ora’s self-reflexive presence as an event in the story; a feature of her 

developing an artistic voice and an agency as she moves towards possessing and 

exercising authority over her narrative.   

Grossman legitimises the overt presence and voices of the translator-storyteller 

and endorses as ‘truth’ the mother’s intimate version of history. However, 

rather than ascribe to the postmodernist idea that all versions of ‘truth’ are valid 

and are relative to the observer’s perspective – an idea which is reflected in 

similar attitudes towards translating (Bassnett, 2014), I read Grossman’s focus 

on the private perspective of the mother/narrator as a desire to seek out, from 

“such tenuous factors as sensation and soul” (Benjamin, 2004, p. 255), a solid 

and “embryonic” truth that transcends perspectives and biases. This truth is, 

albeit, somewhat intangible and requires the application of unconventional 

methods in order to be merely glimpsed, let alone mediated. The following 

manifesto from the ‘Editorial notes’ accompanying The Encyclopaedia of Kazic 

in See Under: Love, despite its whimsical tone, outlines, quite persuasively, the 

method and vision with which Grossman’s storytellers – Ora amongst them – 

collect and arrange into narrative the fragments that make up a life. This 

segment is aspirational and playful, yet it reveals a firm desire to contest and to 

reconsider what is commonly esteemed as ‘fact’ and ‘truth’, and what in 

translational terms is dichotomised into ‘form’ and ‘substance’: 

 

1. The following pages represent a unique attempt to compile an 
encyclopedia embracing most of the events in the life of a single 
individual, as well as his distinctive psychosomatic functions, 
orientation to his surroundings, desires, dreams, etc. those normally 
“resistant” to analysis manifested their unfamiliar aspects and 
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capitulated to the objective demands of an exhaustive study with their 
first introduction to this rigorous and (seemingly!) secure framework 
of arbitrary classification. Perhaps it is this very arbitrariness – i.e., the 
alphabetization of the entries – that transformed various illusive and 
equivocal figures into wieldy and effective raw material, and helped to 
reveal the simplicity of basic mechanisms animating all members of 
the human race.  
(Grossman, 1989, p. 303) 

 

Ora, too, must contend with submitting into the regime of language all the 

indeterminates that culminate to the “fullness” of a human life (Grossman, 

2010, p. 72) and that will not devote themselves to instruments of scientific 

scrutiny. With a lifelong experience of decoding the gazes, gestures, coos, and 

cries of her babies, deciphering the untold turmoil of adolescence, and reflecting 

on the inscrutable signs and silences of her “well-armoured” (Grossman, 2010, 

p. 200) men-soldiers, Ora is well aware of the role of intuition in the construction 

of meaning. The multiple iterations of the idiomatic ‘gut feeling’ in the novel (pp. 

75, 132, 165, 192, 229, 248, 269, 273, 291, 303, 396, 422, 469, 519) further 

emphasise Ora’s embodied, a-verbal way of interpreting reality, and these 

sensations move her to devise a language for turning  “the mute into sonic” and 

“the nameless into named” (Bullock & W., 1996, p. 70). The ‘mute’ and the 

‘nameless’, for Grossman as for Ora, are such signals that are broadcasted from 

features, gestures, and urges of the body, so when Ora asks “how can you even 

describe and revive a whole person, flesh and blood, with only words—oh God, 

with only words?” (Grossman, 2010, pp. 204-205), the answer leads her back 

towards a ‘language’ she is familiar with, the “narrative of embodiment” 

(Golomb Hoffman, 2013, p. 316) that enlivens the landscape, revitalises her 

lexicon, and insists on an  innate, a-linguistic mode of interpreting the world. 

The following passage is one example of the many instances where the language 
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of the body is presented as a mode for both interpreting and rendering an 

experience:  

An internal ray beams out, probes, touches lightly: womb, heart, nipples, 
the sensitive spot above the navel, the curve in the neck, upper lip, left 
eye, right eye. Quickly she weaves the feeling of Ofer inside her like a 
game of connect the dots, and she finds that things are all right, that in 
some dim way Ofer is even growing a little stronger while she talks, while 
Avram listens. 
(Grossman, pp. 222-223) 
 

Extracting knowledge from within the body and then translating this knowledge 

into language is the task of many Grossman protagonists. Fictional translator, 

Nilli, the Yoga teacher in Ba’guf ani mevina ('Her body knows', Grossman, 2002), 

gazes inward in order to sense and connect with her silent young student, Kobi. 

She reads the movements of his body as though a language filled with the most 

meaningful signs of his evolution from rigid refusal to soft acquiescence. Pitz, 

the diminutive, courageous spectator in A horse walks into a bar (Grossman, 

2014) has a similar capacity to excavate and make known the vulnerable inner 

child hidden within the aging comic’s decayed, self-mutilated body. Grossman 

describes such “knowledge of the Other from within” (Grossman, 2008a, p. 42) 

as an essential part of the writing process, and he divines this knowledge out of 

“things that are difficult to name…the character’s muscle tone, both physical 

and emotional: the measure of vitality and alertness and tautness of his or her 

physical and emotional being. The speed of her thought, the rhythm of his 

speech” (2008a, p. 42). This very same idea is paraphrased by Avram, himself a 

writer, who notes that “every time he wrote a new character he had to 

understand its body, that’s where he started. He had to wallow in the character’s 

flesh and saliva and semen and milk, feel the makeup of its muscles and 

tendons” (Grossman, 2010, p. 277).  Real translators, too, as Chapter 4 will 
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reveal, can have similar inclination to respond to the text instinctively (Jessica 

Cohen, 2017) or somatically (Birkenhauer, 2016), particularly in the process of 

interpretation that precedes translation. This allows them to attune to the vital, 

a-linguistic clues in the text in a method that is supported by those scholars who 

endorse an intuitive, rather than purely intellectual methodologies (Robinson, 

1991).  

 

What transpires through the visceral, embodied descriptions in the text, and 

particularly of the mother and baby, is that the same intimacy that develops 

between translator and text - an intimacy which is noted by both translation 

scholars and working translators, and which I expand on in the next chapter - is 

also forged between the fictional translator and her ‘original’ subject. A fiercely 

empathic connection to Ofer allows Ora to translate her son in such a way that 

seems to recover her own infantile ‘language’ (and the inverted commas come 

to emphasise that this language is a-verbal), much in the same way that a person 

may recuperate a mother-tongue seemingly long forgotten. Through Ora, these 

visceral recollections illuminate a space in-between languages: the verbal 

language of the mother and the nonverbal one of the child. Her entire story, in 

a sense, is borne out of Grossman’s desire to invent a language for this 

knowledge of the other from within.  

Thus, a person’s language, rising out of the unique anatomy of its speaker, out 

of his gait and gestures and general presence in the world, is presented as an 

aspect of the person’s character in a way that makes it untranslatable not only 

to a second language, but also to the verbalisation and paraphrase required for 

its formulation into language of any kind. Grossman has said that the loss of a 

beloved person is also “the death of an entire private culture; a personal and 

singular one with its own language and its own secret” (Grossman, 2018`, my 
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translation). Such is the secret language that rises out of the unique instance of 

a human being; the sights and sounds of his landscape, the urges of his body, 

and the intimate dialect shared with the people he loved. In attributing his 

fictional characters with such idiosyncratic poeticism, Grossman, through Ora’s 

eyes,  questions the entire premise of a translation: not only is it a truism that a 

word is never equivalent to its “flesh and blood” (Grossman, 2010, p. 204) 

proposition – the word ‘Ofer’ and the story of Ofer are not Ofer himself – but it 

is also granted that a word is never perfectly synonymous to any other word, if 

for the changing façade that affects the shadow it casts on the white 

background, or for the sound, texture, and sensation of its utterance, silent or 

otherwise. While Eco and Jakobson73 may not consider this an obstacle to 

translation, Grossman’s literary vision, in which “words, sounds, are life itself” 

(Shiffman, 2013, p. 371) suggests otherwise.  

 

The author’s “need to insist on accuracy of words in a world that [seems] to have 

no accuracies” (Grossman, cited in Kerbel, 2011) stirs his protagonist towards 

Shklovsky’s idea of enstrangement so that she could “restore the sensation of 

life, in order to make us feel things” (2015, p. 162). Grossman thus devises 

“trans-sensual” (Shklovsky, 1985) units of language which resist retelling and 

which fall into Apter’s class of untranslatable words and phrases “on the edge 

of nonsense that exhibit an intractable singularity” (Apter, 2015, p. 160). They 

also mischievously confuse signifier with signified to spark a fresh and unknown 

proposition or sensation. Avram’s verbalisation of his love for Ora, in this 

example, is described as a language which is formed in: 

 
73 See further discussion of this idea in the Introduction chapter of this dissertation.  
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“names [that have] no meaning, apart from the endearment74 with which 
he enveloped her in the words, the sweet exotic sounds, as though 
covering her shoulders with a shawl so fine that only she and he could see 
it. He loved to pepper his speech, sometimes expediently and sometimes 
not, with dudgeon wood and jasper stones, curtilages and sippets, 
pedicels and ovules. 
(Grossman, 2010, p. 229) 

I point out that the above text has been translated twice. Once from Avram’s 

language into Ora’s narrative, itself a language that mimics and performs 

Avram’s idiolect, and the other from Grossman’s Hebrew into the English 

version. The general proposition offered in this segment is clearly conveyed in 

both instances of translation.  At the same time, since Avram’s secret language 

is forever encoded to his original love-speech which resists any form of retelling, 

both Ora’s version and the English retelling of it could be regarded as a mere 

echo of the ‘embryonic’, ‘true’ propositions.   

In much the same way that Avram’s words of endearment cannot be precisely 

replicated in any publicly known language, Ora concedes that her private 

biography of Ofer must morph upon its entry into the public domain. At first, 

the loss that is incurred in such transformation is felt as a broader, philosophical 

lament, arising from the inability of any language to represent life in a loyal or 

‘true’ form. In the Introduction to this dissertation, I brought Derrida’s quantity-

versus-quality argument (Derrida, 2001), and Ora seems to reflect on this very 

deficiency in the following excerpt:  

There are an infinite number of things she can say about him, yet she 
suddenly panics at the thought that if she talks about him for two or three 
hours straight, or five hours or ten, she might cover most of the important 
things she has to say about him, about his life. She might sum him up—
exhaust him. 

 
74 The Hebrew word here is ליבוב (Grossman, 2008b, p. 236), meaning ‘endearment’ in high register Hebrew. 
The verb shares common root consonants with ‘heart’/’hearty’.  
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(Grossman, 2010, p. 204) 

To translate, for Ora, means ‘to reduce to language’ and to compromise on 

scope, volume, and substance. Grossman has said of See Under: Love that it is in 

part about “art’s failure” (cited in Granot, 2007, p. 257) to render life in its 

entirety. This quote could be equally applied to To the end of the land, which 

constantly questions the capacity of Ora’s story to loyally present Ofer in all of 

the “fullness of his life” (Grossman, 2010, p. 330).  Nevertheless, despite the 

conjuring of deficiencies, failures, and reduction, I have and will continue to 

show that the text is far from being defeated by these inherent impairments.   

 

Commemoration 

Ora’s need to remember and immortalise Ofer “properly” (p. 330) and in a 

language understood by others urges her to persevere despite of the intrinsic 

limitations of the medium. As she is confronted by the Situation and its intrusion 

on her family life, the abstract, philosophical problems associated with 

translating are negated by her efforts to react against the oppressive reality 

inflicted on her by the political conflict. When both the child’s body and the 

political predicament, as noted by Golomb Hoffman, assume Grossman’s 

language of embodiment (2013), Ora’s urgent, existential venture is to liberate 

Ofer’s memory – and his body - from the nation’s collective commemorative 

project where the “cult of the fallen soldier” perpetuates the narrative of a 

tragic-but-necessary sacrifice (Ben-Amos, 2003, p. 171). Within a society that 

uses expressions such as 75משפחת השכול (the family of bereavement) to refer 

collectively to all families of fallen soldiers, and despite some relaxation in rules 

and procedures around soldiers’ commemoration (Keren, 2015b), there is still a 

 
75 “(Israeli culture) all Israeli people whose family members died in war and terror (literally: the family of 
bereavement)” (Choueka, 2018) 
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sense that war functions as an “event … around which social solidarity and ritual 

unity is subsequently built” (B. West, 2016, p. 1). The following excerpt from the 

Ministry of Defence’s official website is a further example of these collective 

commemorative conventions, with its use of plural first-person pronouns to 

generate national unity, shared history and pride: 

Visiting this site means taking a walk through the long corridors of our 
historical museum that lead us from one chapter in the State’s history to 
the next. And all the chapters are sorrowful…and all the chapters speak 
to us through the stories of the fallen soldiers in words that also carry the 
sense of achievement and the pride of independence.  
(Ministry of Defense, 2018a, my translation)  

 

Further, upon accessing the Izkor section of the commemorative site, where 

each fallen soldier is listed on a separate page bearing a biographical precis, the 

introductory caption reads: “Here they are before us: our children, the soldiers 

who were each our sons and daughters, that only their deaths exposed their 

names, their stories, the secret of their lives and the circumstances of their 

death” (Ministry of Defense, 2018b, my translation). This formulaic collection of 

resumés, chronicling the brief lives and their laudable ends would undoubtedly 

seem to Ora a preposterous misrepresentation – if not an outright hijacking - of 

the memory and dignity of her beloved son. Like Antigone, who insists on giving 

the dead soldier an honourable-maternal commemoration rather than adopt 

the State’s “pathetic excuse for the real thing” (B. Honig, 2013, p. 97), Ora’s 

narrative is working against the State’s script by insisting on composing her own 

account of Ofer’s life. Her fear of exhausting Ofer, of him being ‘summed up’ in 

the template of the national eulogy protocol, fuels her revolt against the State-

sanctioned narrative. If an account of his life is to prevail, she reasons, then it 

must be the mother’s intimate and (as far as she knows it) true one.  In the final 

pages of the book, as her story and the hike come to an end, she begs of Avram: 
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“I want you to promise me…that you’ll remember everything…You’ll remember 

Ofer, his life, his whole life, right?” (Grossman, 2010, p. 650), to further 

emphasise the breadth of the memories that she – and not the censorious, 

impersonal nation – bequeaths the father.  

The opposition between the national and the private commemorative practices 

stems from a deeper tension between a mother’s innate-maternal urge to 

protect her son, and the national convention that “an Israeli mother who truly, 

in total perfection, loves her son will not undermine the development of his 

masculinity that culminates with his military service”  (Olmert, 2013, p. 337).  

Olmert speaks of a “denial mechanism” (2016, p. 368) that enables Ora and 

other soldiers’ mothers to fulfil their national duty, and  Ora is indeed shocked 

when she comes out of her long-held denial to realise  she had enlisted her 

motherhood to the ranks of the nation (Balaban, 2010) and that she is partly 

responsible for the sacrifice of her son (Amihay, 2011). She thinks:  

What have I done.  
I took Ofer to war.  
I brought him to the war myself.  
And if something happens to him. 
And if that was the last time I touched him.  
At the end, when I kissed him, I touched his cheek on the soft spot where 
there’s no stubble.  
I took him there.  
I didn’t stop him. I didn’t even try.  
I called a cab and we went.  
Two and a half hours on the road, and I did not try.  
I left him there. I left him for them.  
With my own hands, I did.  
Her breath stops. She is afraid to move. Paralyzed. It’s a feeling she has, a 
sharp, real knowledge.  
(Grossman, 2010, pp. 122-123) 
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Using Shklovsky’s method of estrangement by “describing it as if seen for the 

first time”  (Shklovsky, 2015, p. 163), and also giving the segment the layout of 

a poem on the page, this epiphanic and lyrical de-automatization of a tradition 

performed daily by countless Israeli mothers symbolises the end of Ora’s 

collaboration with the nation’s military venture. This moment, however, is 

preceded by an earlier realisation of a different sort: that she had, in fact, 

already lost Ofer to the cult of the military. This happens when Ora learns of the 

incident that happened during Ofer’s service in the West Bank, in which he was 

partly responsible for leaving an old Palestinian man locked inside a cool-room 

for two days. She finds this event and her family’s underhanded reaction to it 

intolerable, and this triggers in her a flood of thoughts that like “left-wing 

Tourette’s attacks” (Grossman, 2010, p. 551) “seem to have been created by her 

brain against her own will” (p. 551). The matter is made worse by Ofer’s attitude, 

that he was “just doing his job” (p. 503), revealing to her the extent of his 

commitment to his role as “a soldier in the occupied Palestinian territories” 

(Keren, 2015b, p. 257). She has, in the months preceding the campaign, become 

alert her to her own enabling role in this national tradition of “soldiers’ mothers” 

(Balaban, 2010) and, startled, she asks herself “where did we learn this 

choreography? And how do I obey it all?” (Grossman, 2010, p. 89).  Her rage 

turns towards all those who have “nationalized her life” (Grossman, 2010, p. 

535) and she protests how “this country, with its iron boot, had once again 

landed a thundering foot in a place where the state should not be” (p. 605). With 

Ilan and Adam already lost to her, and Ofer treacherously (p. 81)  forsaking their 

much-anticipated trip together to join the military campaign, Ora begins to 

sense that “someone had come along and gently but firmly taken the 

management of her own affairs out of her hands. She had been dismissed, 

relegated to observer status, a king witness” (p. 50).  



N i v a  K a s p i  P h D  D i s s e r t a t i o n  P a g e  137 | 195 

 

Ora makes her decision to defect and, in doing so, becomes what her son, Adam, 

calls an “unnatural mother” (p. 109); quite a paradox considering she is acting 

out of the most quintessentially maternal urge: to save her son’s life.  

Nevertheless, this protagonist ceases her “participation in the metaphor of the 

‘living-dead’” (Lomsky-Feder & Ben-Ari, 1999, p. 231) – that literary trope of a 

mother-of-dead-solider-in-waiting -  and shuns the national “culture of 

bereavement” (Keren, 2015b, p. 254) in order to compose a narrative that 

responds to, rectifies, and even resists, the widely naturalised Situation (Mintz, 

2013b). In so doing, the novel, through its fictional translator’s act of protest, 

implicitly endorses the notion that: 

Translation is a practice that can work on behalf of hegemonic social and 
literary structures or resist them entirely, introducing and producing 
alternative narratives of cannon formation and tradition and tracing new, 
sometimes radical and transgressive, relations between texts and 
authors. 
(Jacobs, 2018, p. 13) 

The transgression, thus, is complete on multiple levels: Ora’s physical escape 

from the Jerusalem apartment to the Galilee, her vocal opposition to her 

militarised sons and husband, and her assumed possession over the creation of 

the family’s narrative in a way which “[breaks] out of the conventional circuits 

of social and political life” (Golomb Hoffman, 2012a, p. 50).  

If Ora’s notebook is initially kept out of fear of forgetting (Grossman, 2010, p. 

269), and later becomes part of her experiment in giving Ofer a proper afterlife, 

there is an aspect to Ora’s writing and to her story more broadly that provides 

her with a means of escaping an oppressive reality. In much the same ways that 

her escape from Jerusalem wards off the news, and that she then must “keep 

moving, has to be constantly in motion” (p. 145), “not to be in one place for too 

long, not to be a sitting target for people or thoughts” (p. 131),  Ora’s writing 
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becomes a cognitive sanctuary from the impending loss.  “Automatic writing 

they call it, I think. Like automatic fire. In all directions. T-t-t-t-t-t-t” (p. 269), and: 

“Ofer, Ofer, Ofer… line after line, dozens of times, in large, crooked letters… This 

is what needs to be done now, this is the most effective antidote she has to the 

poison that might be consuming Ofer at this very minute” (p. 295). In the same 

way that young Dovaleh chooses to delay the beginning of his life as an orphan 

by temporarily escaping into story (Grossman, 2016), Ora, too, illustrates the 

power of the imagination and, by extension, of stories to liberate from the 

catastrophes that befall us in the corporeal world.  

 

I have noted earlier how this “unrealistic…bodily magic” (Olmert, 2016, p. 368), 

in which  a flight of either body or mind can ward off the bad tidings, has 

attracted some criticism, either as too weak a motive to sustain such a robust 

novel (Balaban, 2010), or as demonstration of the escapism which characterises 

the Israeli secular middle-class (Keren, 2015b). Other critics, however, concur 

with my own reading that Ora’s escape – despite her inevitable inability to 

protect her son – signals her refusal to perpetuate the existing conflict narrative 

(Mintz, 2013b), and this saves her from the “paralysis of dread” (Melamed, 

2008, my translation) inflicted on the more compliant soldiers’ mothers. On 

some level, she makes perfectly logical sense – at least in the manner of 

“Schrödinger’s cat” - (Melcer-Padon, 2012, p. 334) when she explains that:  

Notifications always take two... – one to give and one to receive – and 
there will be no one to receive this notice, and so it will not be 
delivered…If she runs away from home, then the deal...will be postponed 
a little...The deal that the army and the war and the state may try to 
impose on her very soon...The arbitrary deal that dictates that she, Ora, 
agrees to receive notification of her son's death, thereby helping them 
bring the complicated and burdensome process of his death to its orderly, 
normative conclusion, and in some way also giving them the pronounced 
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and definitive confirmation of his death, which would make her, just 
slightly, an accessory to the crime.  
(Grossman, 2010, pp. 104-105) 

 

Grossman, who confesses within the Author Notes that seal the novel to have 

been motivated by similar magical thinking when writing this story (Grossman, 

2010, p. 653), implicitly replies to critics with the idea put forth in the novel, that 

the redemptive power of the imagination, of storytelling, and of the human luz 

is Ora’s enduring force; not the brief “stay of execution” (Grossman, 2016, p. 

168) that comes with escaping the calamities of the actual world. For Grossman, 

for his fleeing protagonist and, as I will show in the next chapter, for his actual 

translators, “politics is like acid ... No matter how many protective coatings you 

put on yourself, it eats through them'' (Bronner, 2010). Nevertheless, the right 

to imagine a different ending is an ongoing motif within Israeli literary responses 

to the Situation (Olmert, 2013), and Ora similarly finds that imagining an 

alternative narrative to the one forced on her by a certain ‘reality’ provides a 

means of escaping a fatal or annihilating ending (Benziman, 2008). In To the end 

of the land, the ‘flight of fancy’ is both Ora’s and Grossman’s venture, for here 

is a case where a  “maternal strategy and [an] author’s psychopoetic strategy” 

(Olmert, 2016, p. 363)  work together to resist a certain reality in order to 

assuage and negate the loss of the son. Grossman explains this idea in a way 

that is poignant to Ora’s story as well:  

[Death] makes you feel exiled. And writing was a way to create a home 
again. Creating characters, imagining, insisting on an accuracy of position 
of certain words: it sounds such a small and stupid thing to do when the 
whole world falls apart around you. But it has a kind of power of tikkun – 
a word from the Kabbalah meaning a “deep correction”.  
(Grossman, cited in Sebag-Montefiore, 2010) 
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Thus, while some regard Ora’s escape, as proof of the mother’s limited power 

to effect change (Keren, 2015b; Olmert, 2016), I read in Ora’s meaningful, 

nuanced, and idiosyncratic retranslation of Ofer’s life a kind of triumph of an 

‘authorial strategy’ that may not quite avert a certain reality but nevertheless 

refuses to collaborate in its perpetuation and inscription. If Ofer needs her to 

say his name “over and over”, and “to tell anyone she meets about him…in order 

to exist” (Grossman, 2010, p. 168), then both author and protagonist have 

succeeded in doing so.   

* 

Perhaps this desire for a perpetual ‘deep correction’ which Grossman speaks of 

underpins the task of all storytellers and translators alike. The idea that 

translation is both impossible and unavoidable (Spivak, 2000) indicates that the 

need to ‘speak of’ and to ‘speak to’ is irresistible and at the same time flawed 

and filled with regret. Ora’s versioning of Ofer’s story is what in translation 

studies may be regarded as a transformative retelling of an original (Benjamin, 

2004; Venuti, 1986), and in the same way that Bruno Schultz’s memory is 

salvaged from the cruelty and humiliation of his actual death in See under: Love, 

through the imagined afterlife given to him by the author-narrator Shlomo 

(Grossman, 1986), Ora redeems Ofer by restoring to him the dignity of his 

authentic and striking story. Within such a translation, “the life of the [original] 

attains its latest, continually renewed, and most complete unfolding” (Benjamin, 

2004, p. 255), and the life of the translator, too, attains its own redemptive 

unfolding, as Grossman puts it so eloquently in the following excerpt from his 

2017 speech: 

At times, the lives that didn’t get lived, that we could but didn’t manage 
to, or didn’t dare to live, shrivel and disappear within us; and sometimes 
we sense them, watch them in front of us, as they send us pangs of 
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sorrow, of missed opportunity, of humiliation, even of mourning. Because 
something, or someone, was murdered there…Writing is the movement 
of the soul against such concession, against such withholding of the plenty 
within us. It is a subversive movement by the writer, first and foremost 
against himself. Using a more carnal image, it can be likened to a 
persistent massage that the writer performs time and again on his careful, 
clenched, sealed consciousness.  
(Grossman, 2017, my translation) 

 

Ora’s version – the compilation of histories, revisions, and aspirations that 

Grossman puts together in the totality of the novel - is a story that holds both 

universal and local resonance.  As a study of motherhood which accounts for the 

immensely meaningful “domestic trivia” (Melamed, 2008) that make up a family 

life, the story transcends specificities of nation and history (Alter, 2010). The 

‘Matsav’ manages to invade every aspect of the text - from language to 

character and plot - in a way that reflects the normalisation of, and even a kind 

of resignation to the conflict as part of the everyday in Israel. As the private 

narrative and that of the nation come together in Ora’s story - and they must 

come together, for the friction between the two sparks Ora’s revolt -  the text 

moves beyond impeccable biographical portraiture, and even beyond its 

exquisite poeticism, to become Grossman’s primary literary response to the 

actual political reality in Israel. This comes perhaps in reply to those who 

criticised Grossman for his privileging, in his preceding novels, the function and 

mechanics of storytelling over engaging with the reality of the conflict (Mintz, 

2001, p. 217). With Ora, Grossman reveals more explicitly the link between 

personal and national narratives, and suggests how the translator – in only 

words -  can perform the “miraculous act” (Melamed, 2008) of rendering the 

richness of life and of love in narrative at the same time as she becomes visible 

in responding to the contexts that inevitably shape her story.   Grossman says 
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he does not believe that writing can change the world, or that literature has any 

impact on decisions made in the corridors of parliaments (Kerbel, 2011). 

Nevertheless, with every movement of his pen he does seem to strive towards 

change, towards stirring and moving, and towards a re-translation of narratives 

of conflict because, as he says:  

There is something in literature so contrary to the general dimension of 
war. War is all about effacing the other and self-effacement; it’s all about 
generalizations and sweeping definitions and demonizations. Writing is 
about specifying individuals, being very attentive to them and caring for 
them. It insists on nuances.   
(Grossman, cited in Kerbel, 2011) 

 

Translation, too, involves the search for nuances and specificities, and is 

concerned with finding ways to convey “the fullness of life” (Grossman, 2010, p. 

72) through texts that are provisional, tentative, and dynamic. The (exclusively) 

human predicament of being trapped within the “prison-house of language” 

(Jameson, 1972), which this study reflects on, inflicts on fictional and real 

translators a state of constant shifts between the lament over the handicaps of 

language and the delight in its beauty. Ultimately, as Ora’s description of the 

intimacy between her and Avram below suggests, and as I will discuss in the next 

chapter, words can only but flirt with life’s most magnificent but ineffable 

particles:  

She is flooded by the warmth of the covenant they made together, which 
had only deepened around the large open pit of secretive silence, through 
the tenderness that emanated from the two of them on its brink, the 
cautious way they held on to each other so as not to fall in but not get too 
far away either, and the bitter knowledge, which also held a hint of special 
sweetness, that their life story was always being written in inverted letters 
too, and that no one else in the world—not even Avram—could read it. 
(Grossman, 2010, p. 305) 
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Finally, if a translation’s relation to an original is a flirtatious tentative one 

(Derrida, 2001), such as when the mother’s narrative brushes against the 

memory of her beloved son, then the translation may at once touch and yearn 

for the original. The professional translator – herself a living, creative being - 

bears witness to the fictional character’s apprehensions and, in her turn, 

experiences similar anxieties as she searches for those elusive equivalences that 

rarely exist while negotiating her own presence, voice, and visibility as a re-

producer of a primordial tale.  Besides pondering over linguistic matters of 

terminology and syntax she must, just like her fictional counterpart, grapple with 

intangibles that sit just outside language (Jessica Cohen, 2017), prime her senses 

to what remains unsaid, and develop her own voice and position as a storyteller.  

Like Ora, real translators as well as the writer of this dissertation at times 

renegotiate the implicit ‘invisibility contract’ and infuse the text or its context 

with their own ‘soul print’, character, and values. The following chapter invites 

real translators to participate in the novel’s discursive space, asserting not only 

their creative and stylistic influence, but also the effect of their emotional 

currents, their world views, and their style on the novel’s afterlife.   
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Chapter 4: The Translator 

“The task of the translator is to facilitate this love between the original 
and its shadow, a love that permits fraying, holds the agency of the 
translator and the demands of her imagined or actual audience at bay”. 
(Spivak, 2012, p. 313) 
 

Does the translator, the manual labour done, disappear without textual 
trace, speaking entirely 'under erasure'? Can translators usurp the original 
voice and in the same move evacuate their own enunciatory space? 
Exactly whose voice comes to us when we read translated discourse? 
(Hermans, 1996, p. 26) 
 

 

Ora can expose her means of crafting her story by disclosing her trials, agonies, 

omissions, and edits, as she gradually becomes a narrating character in her 

version of her son’s life. Real translators, however, are expected, as Cohen puts 

it, to remain “in the shadow” (2017, p. 11). Like the Grimm Brothers’ elves, 

translators live in the paradoxical space between absence and presence. They 

must sneak in after dark, work silently while the exhausted shoemaker sleeps, 

and leave before dawn, without a sign of ever having been there except for the 

product of their clandestine toil: perfect replicas beautifully displayed in time 

for the morning trade. The concept of the translator as a skilled creator of 

replicas is as alluring as it is repressive. Should it not be the desire of every 

translator to clone the original? To reproduce, in the words of Nabokov, “the 

whole text and nothing but the text” (2012, p. 119)? How wonderous would it 

be to match a novel’s every aspect, from the pattern of its dark letters on the 

white pages, through the sounds that echo in the mind of the reader, to the 

connotations, memories, and association that cling to each word or phrase? Yet, 

in reality, this is as unattainable as it is for Ora to render her son for his father, 
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“with only words” (Grossman, 2010, p. 204). The translator - like the birth-giving 

storyteller -  becomes inadvertently implicated in the re-creation process, since 

a story is nothing if not the precise mode of its telling, the intonation and 

mannerism of its speaker, the “ample folds” of its “royal robe” (Benjamin, 2004, 

p. 258).  

This chapter, along with the interviews it features, divulges the presence of 

translators as human beings whose experiences, emotions, and ideologies 

inform the translated text. By presenting the translators alongside Grossman 

and his fictional characters, within a shared imagined space that regards all 

stories as a form of re-telling, I examine how the work of the translator is shaped 

by the idea of (in)visibility. The chapter traces a number of translational phases 

which suggest a movement between absence and presence, acknowledging 

both self-annihilation and creativity not as oppositions, but as aspirational states 

that can enrich the translated text and its subject.  Some of the phases discussed 

here have emerged through scholarly literature, others from the interviews I 

have conducted with three translators of this novel. These translators are Anne 

Birkenhauer (Birkenhauer, 2016), who shared with Grossman the 2010 Albatross 

Prize for best novel translated into German, Alessandra Shomroni (Shomroni, 

2016), who has translated a number of novels by Grossman as well as by AB 

Yehoshua into Italian, with Yehoshua being recently awarded Italy’s most 

prestigious Antonio Feltrinelli Prize , and Jessica Cohen (Jessica Cohen, 2017), 

who in 2017 received, along with Grossman, the Man Booker International Prize 

for the novel A horse walks into a bar (Grossman, 2016) . Occasionally, these and 

other translators’ experiences are compared with Ora’s translational dilemmas 

expanded on in chapter 3 and with similar themes arising in Grossman’s greater 

body of work which is the focus of chapter 1.  



N i v a  K a s p i  P h D  D i s s e r t a t i o n  P a g e  146 | 195 

 

In a stark contrast to the image of the ‘elves’ presented in the opening to this 

chapter, upon my meetings with the three translators I discover sharp-minded, 

insightful, and determined women who are well aware of their role in the 

production of the translated text. My conversation with Alessandra Shomroni 

takes place in a café at the picturesque gardens of Ramat Hanadiv; a fittingly 

pristine location for the Italian-born translator who has long since set up her 

home with her kibbutznik husband in this rural region of northern Israel. Warmly 

welcoming and softly spoken, Shomroni seems to experience more intensely 

than the others the weight of responsibility that the profession she adores 

carries with it, and she is as open about her doubts and anxieties as she is 

scathing, in her refined manner, of the Israeli government’s failure to achieve 

peace in the region.  Birkenhauer greets me from her cluttered and 

quintessentially old-Tel Aviv apartment in the city’s leafy ‘quiet North’. We sit at 

her small balcony from which the street below is barely visible for the unruly 

cluster of pot plants and tree-branches. The German-born daughter of a 

translator father and publisher mother, Birkenhauer fell in love with Israel 

following a visit in her twenties, converted to Judaism, and has become a first-

rank translator after acquiring Hebrew proficiency at an astonishing speed. 

Birkenhauer generously shares some of her personal story with me as well as 

her insightful observations about the translation process.  The novel’s English 

translator, Cohen, is also the most publicly visible of the three. She used the Man 

International Booker Prize platform to endorse an organisation that supports 

the rights of Palestinians in the Territories and has also been actively advocating 

for the rights of professional literary translators. Our Skype meeting takes place 

just after she puts her young daughter to bed at her Denver, United States home, 

and not long after I wake up to an Australian morning. Born in the United 

Kingdom and raised in Jerusalem, Cohen – who has been living outside Israel 
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since 1997 - has the confidence of an acclaimed and seasoned translator. She is, 

thankfully, unrestrained in her views about irrelevant theories, untranslatable 

writing styles, and the Situation in Israel. My reason for interviewing the 

translators is twofold: to make visible the role and influence of the translators 

on any translated text, and to learn about their views and experiences of 

translating Grossman and, more specifically, To the end of the land.  

* 

The subject of translators’ visibility is often approached from the social, 

philosophical, and economic viewpoint of commentators. Linguists and 

philosophers alike have long recognised the problematic present-absent 

translator, but their approach is mostly a utilitarian one that is curious about 

translation as a metaphor for broader deliberations on the relationship between 

language and life. The publishing industry, in its push to manufacture celebrity-

authors, fosters a pseudo-intimacy between author and reader that assumes 

readers would not appreciate the presence of a third-wheel mediator, an 

assumption that Cohen flatly dismisses as unsubstantiated (2017). Translators 

tend to get overlooked and under-credited in reviews of translated novels, and 

are typically poorly remunerated for their work (Jessica Cohen, 2017; Kellman, 

2010, p. 10). Also, within certain Western liberal academic circles, a prevailing 

commitment towards cultural inclusivity and diversity has sparked an interest in 

literatures from minority languages, but this embrace of so-called World 

Literature is still “characterised by structural inequalities and asymmetrical 

power relations” (Benmessaoud & Buzeline, 2018) and, as such, prefers to 

downplay the presence and effect of a translator, choosing to emphasise a 

novel’s universal themes and ideologies (Apter, 2013) over the more 

demanding, and possibly demoralising, task of examining its (un)translatability. 
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Even if such analyses of translatability do take place, there are, as noted by Pym, 

“very few human translators wedged between the many abstract 

pronouncements” (2012, p. 13). Such attitudes are exacerbated by the desire to 

subject translation to scientifically-rigorous sets of rules and principles within 

which, ultimately, the translator’s role is rendered superfluous or, at best, 

technical (Robinson, 1991). Finally, translators themselves, who are not immune 

to these influences, can be  complicit in their own invisibility (Kamuf, 2015), for 

reasons ranging from a personal preference to remain incognito, to a humble 

attitude towards their own contribution such as I detect in my discussions with 

Shomroni76 (2016). 

At the same time, within literary translation studies, there has been a shift 

towards accepting the translator as a significant party in the transaction 

between author and reader. Following the creative license given by the likes of 

Benjamin (2004) and Pound (1960), Venuti, in his influential The Translator’s 

Invisibility (1995), has objected to the perpetuation of the invisibility fallacy for 

its unhelpful mystification of the process of translation as well as its continued 

denigration of the status of the profession (Venuti, 1995). Since then, there has 

been a growing move to regard “translators as embodied agents, not 

instruments or conduits” (Kathleen  Shields & Clarke, 2011, p. 1). This shift was 

supported by works such as The translator’s turn (Robinson, 1991) which 

acknowledge the translating professional as a thinking, feeling person. Calls 

have been made to include the “implied translator” within Booth’s 

narratological cycle (Schiavi, cited in Jiang, 2012, p. 369), and scholars have also 

been exploring  the effect of the translator’s personality traits, background, 

feelings, and worldviews on their performance of the task (Doyle, 1991; 

 
76 Despite her translations winning major awards for her translated authors, Shomroni brushes off my 
suggestion that she is at least partly responsible for her authors’ success in Italy.  
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Rajagopalan, 2004; Kathleen  Shields & Clarke, 2011; Sun, 2014). It is perhaps 

owing to such moves to make the existence of translators more explicit, that 

since 2016, the lucrative Man Booker International Prize has been awarded to a 

translated novel and divided equally between the author and translator of that 

novel. By a fortunate coincidence, the 2017 Prize went to Grossman and to his 

translator, Jessica Cohen, for the novel A horse walks into a bar, only months 

after I conducted the interview with Cohen which is featured in this chapter.  

Invisibility 

The concept of translators’ invisibility is premised, at least in part, on the notion 

that texts have a singular, inherent meaning and intent, and the translator’s task 

is to decode this ‘true’ meaning and then, methodically and without bias, encode 

it into an ‘equivalent’ in another language. This approach has its origin in the 

translation of religious texts, where the sacred word of a deity must be loyally 

conveyed, and no trace of an interfering or mediating hand must be felt in this 

transference (Tymoczko, 2010) .  Today, literary translators and scholars widely 

acknowledge the interpretive role of the reader/translator and the impact of 

shifts in semiotic, cultural, geographical, grammatical, and other elements on 

the target text. They therefore find the idea of an unseen, unfelt translator quite 

obsolete. When presented with this issue, Shomroni not only questions the 

possibility of the invisible translator, but says that leaving her own “stamp” on a 

translation can help readers bond with the author she is translating through the 

“particular voice [she gives] him” (Shomroni, 2016, p. 6) over a number of texts. 

This idea of the translator as a ‘speaker’ for the author seems to be supported 

by Grossman, who often expresses his gratitude for his translator by calling her 

his “Italian voice” (2016, p. 6). Cohen is equally forthright about the fact of the 

translators’ presence. “The notion of invisibility is just so unrealistic, I think. It is 

not something I spend much time thinking about because I know it’s never going 
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to happen” (2017, p. 11). She adds that it would be impossible to suppress her 

own voice, her interpretation, and her “verbal ticks and quirks” (p. 11) from the 

translated texts. In fact, in Cohen’s active role within the American Literary 

Translators Association, she has been advocating for a wider recognition of and 

better remuneration for translators, and this involves a greater visibility and 

transparency of the translator’s role. While she recognises that translators 

should– to an extent – be “in the shadow of the writer” (p. 11), she calls for an 

acknowledgement of their contribution in public discourse.  

Without denying Cohen’s and others’ argument for greater translators’ 

recognition, the sense of foreboding with which the translator may still 

approach a ‘sacred’ original persists, and the desire to somehow self-annihilate 

in the presence of such sacredness or genius so as to minimise contamination of 

the text by personal biases and pre-dispositions, remains undeniable and maybe 

invaluable as a professional ethos. This notion is particularly pertinent when it 

comes to canonical texts, as I will soon demonstrate has been the case with this 

novel.  If modesty is, indeed, a virtue for the translator (Kellman, 2010, p. 16), I 

suggest that the idea of a humble, “self-sacrificing” (Eliot, cited in Kellman, 2010, 

p. 16) translator who approaches the text with undistorted emotions and who 

surrenders, unhindered, to its every movement,  continues to inspire translators 

and for good reason. With enlisted support from Grossman’s fictional characters 

and from the translators themselves, it appears that this is an ambition that 

should not be dismissed as unhelpful, repressive, or demeaning.  

The type of aspirational invisibility I refer to involves a hushing of the inherent, 

noisy prejudices that accompany the process of decoding what is being read, 

recognising that, as Bassett notes, translators are first of all readers, and the 

translation act involves first reading and interpreting in the source language, and 
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only next translating/coding in the target (2014, p. 92). The word ‘decoding’ is 

used here with intent, since although it is often successfully argued that any 

translation is also an interpretation, the translator must be more restrained and 

vigilant in her interpretation than the recreational reader, who is liberated to 

act as she pleases: skipping pages, ignoring vital turns in the plot, laughing at an 

inappropriate moment, or disliking a virtuous character for no good reason. The 

translator’s reactions must always be anchored to what is there, on the page, or 

sometimes to what isn’t there and is either implied or is notable in its absence. 

Doing so involves tuning in to the movements of the piece; responding both 

intellectually and intuitively, and constantly observing - rather than submitting 

to - her own responses.  Birkenhauer, who began learning Hebrew in her 

twenties, finds that this process of observation comes naturally to her when 

reading her acquired language. “I am much more conscious of receiving [the 

Hebrew language]…I pay attention to all of the images that the Israeli reader 

does not see” (2016, p. 3). Such focus requires a delicate balance between 

detachment and involvement, and between the intellectual dictations of the 

mind and the intuitive urges of the body-heart.  

In Grossman, too, as I have previously shown, this process of silent decoding is 

never fully bound to tropes of definitions and equivalences. As Steiner suggests, 

only through a movement beyond the limitations of language can we obtain an 

understanding in which “the truth need no longer suffer the impurities and 

fragmentation that speech necessarily entails” (1961, pp. 187-188). Grossman 

himself describes writing as “a direct dialogue conducted with the deepest and 

most veiled contents of my soul, almost without the mediation of 

consciousness” (2008a, p. 4). This type of inner dialogue demands a certain 

pause, akin to the state of meditative stillness, which pre-empts the creation of 

a concrete language with which to speak of it. I have described elsewhere in this 
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study how Grossman’s work regards this particular kind of receptivity as a 

necessary phase for achieving an innate closeness with an Other; a closeness 

that begins in a physical, a-linguistic state, and out of which an authentic, private 

language can emerge. This, in effect, is the kind of silent contemplation and 

formulation of a narrative that Avram imposes on Ora when, in the early stages 

of the hike, he refuses to hear her talk of their son, Ofer. He finally succumbs to 

Ora’s pleas, but on certain conditions: “start from a distance, he warned her, 

and she doesn’t know what kind of distance he needs, whether he meant 

distance in time or space” (Grossman, 2010, p. 197). Although Ora never quite 

manages to establish such distance from her subject (her beloved son, Ofer), her 

attempts, however futile, become part of her forming a voice, an insight, and a 

position as a translating storyteller. Similarly, as noted earlier, when the author 

character, Shlomo, in the novel See under: Love grapples with writing about the 

Holocaust, his lover wisely advises him to find the secret white room in the heart 

of the Yad Vashem Holocaust Museum, sit silently in the presence of the 

archived memories, and let stories form their natural shape out of the stark 

blankness (Grossman, 1989, p. 124). It is such a distance, gap, or a dimming of 

the cluttered mind that Grossman deems a prerequisite for an author-

storyteller. The translator, like Ora, must find the means to withdraw her 

inherent biases in a humble and emphatic, rather than self-cancelling, way so 

that she can observe the ineffable more lucidly, and recognise the various layers 

of meaning that surround it – from the sensual to the contextual – in preparation 

for the formulation of language that is to come.   

Intimacy 

I think Grossman must be translated with the body. That means, if 
you are not prepared, in this book, to stand truly in his footprints, 
and to look into the abyss, and to stay there – if you attempt to save 
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your soul and stay half a step behind – I don’t know. Maybe some 
people can translate this way. I can’t.  
(Birkenhauer, 2016, p. 3, my translation) 

 

The ideas I raise in the previous section are echoed in Birkenhauer’s descriptions 

of her own processes of translating the novel into the German language. With a 

poetic self-analysis that discloses the translator’s passion for exploring and 

articulating the nature of her craft (Birkenhauer also writes about translation), 

she exemplifies the symbiosis between translator, author and character. In 

particular, Birkenhauer is keenly aware of her intuitive, visceral responses to the 

text, a trait which she laughingly remembers Grossman referring to as 

“psychosomatic” (2016, p. 7). Before work on the novel commenced, Grossman 

had asked Birkernhauer, who had not translated for him previously, to read the 

entire novel77. Brikenhauer did not ponder on the reason behind this request 

since with this novel, “considering the circumstances”, she had complied with 

any urgent appeal by the author (Birkenhauer, 2016, p. 5). Normally, she says, 

she prefers to read and translate at the same time so that the translation is 

formulated as the text “unfolds for the reader” (2016, p. 5). I speculate that 

Grossman may have wished for Birkenhauer to first let the book take its effect 

on her as a reader, without ‘contaminating’ her initial contact with the text by 

subjecting it to her analytical, professional gaze, and without interrupting the 

immersive experience.  As it turns out, and despite the differing methods, this 

kind of immersion is regularly practised by Birkenhauer, who says that “the first 

thing is to let the text echo within [her]”,  “to give it time and see what comes 

up, and what emotions surface” (19). Only then does she set out to tackle the 

more cognitive, intellectual task of detecting the textual triggers for those 

 
77 A privilege Shomroni did not have, since the tight deadline imposed on translating this novel has meant she 
“progressed with the story at the same time as [she] translated it” (Shomroni, 2016, p. 9).  
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emotional symptoms and devising a way of conveying those in the target 

language. Following Grossman’s instructions,  Birkenhauer invited a good friend 

– a German speaking translator herself - to come and read the text aloud for her, 

and over a period of a few weeks, the friend would visit Birkenhauer for these 

regular reading sessions. This process seems to have enhanced the sensory 

experience of the text for Birkenhauer, who would listen with her eyes close and 

visualise “the movie” (2016) as it unfolded in her imagination.  

In responding to my question about pre-work readings, Shomroni reflects on 

how she cried during her own initial and uninterrupted-reading of Falling out of 

time78, pointing to a more emotionally-charged reading that precedes the 

pragmatic and analytical work which comes later (Shomroni, 2016, p. 10). A 

similar approach is put forward by Cole, who believes that translators must learn 

to “slow down and account for their absorption of the text…for the language 

bobbing there on the work’s surface, and what that feels like coming into one’s 

nervous system” (Cole, cited in Joshua Cohen, 2015, p. 166). These ideas recur 

in Grossman’s writing, not least with Ora, who also reacts psychosomatically 

towards her subject, such as in this snippet of a memory of baby Ofer taken from 

Ora’s notebook, which illustrate the mother’s empathic identification with her 

baby’s bodily sensations:  

Me-mine-me-mine-me-mine-me  
It’s such a huge moment, and I hadn’t thought about it until now. How? 
Where was I? I’m trying to imagine where in his body he felt most “me” at 
that moment, and I think it’s exactly in his center, his pee-pee.  
I can feel it too now, when I write. Only with me it’s also very painful.  
So much of mine is no longer me. 
(Grossman, 2010, p. 296, italics in the original) 

 

 
78 Written after Uri’s death, this novel deals more directly with loss, grief, and mourning.  
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It subsequently transpires that in Grossman, as is demonstrated throughout this 

dissertation, an intimate relationship is formed through a translational (or 

translation-like) activity in which mind and body participate in the decoding-

encoding of another person. This symbiosis works between author and 

character, for example when Grossman dons Ora’s consciousness in order to 

narrate “the experience of being a woman in this world” (Jessica Cohen, 2017, 

p. 17). It also works between translator and author, and between fictional 

characters. In the novel, Be my Knife, Grossman makes use of the epistolary form 

to allow the two lovers to devour one another’s “soul prints” (Grossman, 2001, 

p. 14)– the term Yair the protagonist uses to refer to his lover’s writing. 

Translators, too, experience these textual intimacies with the implied author, 

such as when Maureen Freely, in the process of translating Turkish author Orhan 

Pamuk into English, marvelled, “Is this what it feels like to be a man? ” (Wright 

& Freely, 2017), as if roaming in the author’s linguistic universe has afforded her 

an entry to the land of his gender. Shomroni, too, found that she got to know 

Grossman through his language and vice versa, stating that “David and his 

language” are “one mass” (2016, p. 23), and in saying so she reinforces the 

inherent bond between the flesh-and-blood person and his literary 

manifestation. When I suggest to Brikenhauer that translators may develop a 

similar intimacy with the language of their author to the intimacy that 

Grossman’s characters feel towards each other’s language, she agrees and adds 

that this is particularly the case when translating Grossman (2016).  

For Derrida, the translator’s contact with the text is even more explicitly akin to 

a sensual, flirtatious encounter between embodied languages: 

I believe I can say that if I love the word, it is only in the body of its 
idiomatic singularity, that is, where a passion for translation comes to lick 
it as a flame or an amorous tongue might: approaching as closely as 
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possible while refusing at the last moment to threaten or to reduce, to 
consume or to consummate, leaving the other body intact but not without 
causing the other body to appear – on the very brink of this refusal or 
withdrawal – and after having aroused or excited a desire for the idiom, 
for the unique body of the other, in the flame’s flicker or through a 
tongue’s caress.  
(2001, p. 175) 

West similarly suggests the translational act is provoked by an erotic “desire for 

knowledge of another” that “hopes to dissolve the customary separation of 

minds and attain oneness of understanding” (2010, p. 3). West’s, Spivak’s 

(2012), and Kamuf’s (2015) eroticisation of the contact between the text and the 

translator resonates further when we consider that one meaning of the Hebrew 

verb ‘to know’ is ‘to have sexual intercourse with’79. In the novel בגוף אני מבינה 

[B’aguf ani mevina] (Grossman, 2002), which literally translates to ‘in the body I 

understand’, as in so much of his work, Grossman reiterates the idea that 

knowing and construction of meaning are indeed carnal activities. This idea once 

again appeals to Birkenhauer, who confesses that “[translation] is really to enter 

completely into someone else’s life and to experience it from the inside, because 

the moment I give [the author] my language, it echoes in my body. I test the 

words on my body and on my history” (2016, p. 8). Interestingly, both 

Birkenhauer and Shomroni remember finding and pointing out to Grossman 

inconsistencies or errors in the writing which he had not noticed (Birkenhauer, 

2016; Shomroni, 2016), attesting to Derrida’s idea that the translator knows the 

text more profoundly than any other reader, including the author (2001).   

Such nuanced, embodied understanding must, as Steiner suggests, aspire to sit 

just outside language, attuned and alert to its limitations and all the while 

mindful of what is taking place which is not being told. As a relentless vocaliser 

 
79 While in Hebrew the verb ‘to know’ applies to both physical and intellectual knowledge, the English makes 
the distinction with the addition of ‘carnal’.   



N i v a  K a s p i  P h D  D i s s e r t a t i o n  P a g e  157 | 195 

 

of the silent language of the body, Grossman implicitly agrees. It is, more than 

any words, Sami’s subtle tensing of a muscle in his neck (Grossman, 2010, pp. 

52, 64), his quick glances through the rear-view mirror (pp. 108, 111), and the 

way that his hand grips the gearshift (p. 52), that reveal to Ora the force of her 

Arab friend’s simmering rage. It is also Avram’s silences and his “void” which 

“filled” and dictated the course of Ora and Ilan’s relationships for the decades 

since his return from captivity (Grossman, 2010, p. 337). Through such silences, 

this novel “teaches a kind of listening, inviting the reader to become more 

attuned to things that cannot be captured in words” add (Golomb Hoffman, 

2013, p. 313). The translator must be vigilant to such movements that sit in that 

paradoxical location of ‘silent’ text. She must inhabit the characters, “stand truly 

in the author’s footprints” (Birkenhauer, 2016, p. 3) and observe, almost 

viscerally, often by actual visualisation of scenes, the drama that is taking place. 

For Birkenhauer, these silences are at times made up of gaps, absent details and 

ambiguities which have been vital enough for her to demand explanations from 

the author. “I need to know”, she says of the ambiguities. “I need to know for 

myself. Maybe in the end something of that enters [the translation], some gentle 

touch that can be found in the text, between the versions” (p. 4). Cohen, too, 

speaks of her attention to what she says exists “behind language” (p. 16). “There 

is something unspoken, in a really good writer’s work, that his intended 

audience will be able to read between the lines” (p. 16).  

Thus, the withdrawal of the self which I am analogising here with invisibility 

(though I am aware of the difference between the two), is a form of quietening 

of the mind in order to recognises “the emotional significance of a stimulus” 

(Sun, 2014, p. 279) by surrendering the ego to the effect of the language of 

another person.  In this sense, the translator exercises towards the text the 

curious detachment of a scientist examining an object under a microscope, and 
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at the same time notes her own embodied reactions to the spectacle under her 

lens. This idea, that one can dissect a life - including its ineffable body and soul - 

into various linguistic particles and present the findings in a prose that, in turn, 

is bursting with vibrancy and sensuality, is one which Grossman is clearly taken 

by.  Time and again the pursuit of an unbiased empirical truth is undermined by 

the author’s and his character’s interjections of creativity, irony, artistry, or 

sentimentality. Neither scientific detachment, however, nor somatic or intuitive 

approach is privileged, as the two are united in their desire to produce a 

meaning-filled story.  

The same unresolved tension between what is cognised and what is intuited 

which is celebrated in Grossman’s writing seems to afflict the field of translation 

studies and hinder both theory and practice of translation. The somatic 

interpretive process that is ascribed here to Ora, that is favoured by Cole, 

Bikenhauer and others, and that is promoted in much of Grossman’s work, is at 

times threatened by the more systemic methodologies put forward by scholars 

and theorists. Cole reflects on the subject of scholarship in translation, warning 

that: 

Commanding knowledge has not necessarily led to commanding 
translations. In descending into the underworld of learning, one runs the 
risk of losing one’s way, of forgetting why one is there, or what it felt like 
not to be there, of how words in a row work on the reader. 
(2006, p. 66) 

Robinson adds that the traditional Western focus on intellectual or reasoned 

aspects of ‘mind’ fails to address what all translators know to be a prerequisite 

to good translation: intuition (1991), “imagination” (Cole, 2006, p. 65), “instinct”  

(Jessica Cohen, 2017, p. 13), or “what feels right” (Jacobs, 2013, p. 294). Sun 

suggests that a so-called scientific neutrality is only possible at the expense of 
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empathy (2014, p. 277), without which no meaningful interpretation, and 

therefore translation, is possible. Hermans further links impartiality  to 

disembodiment and detachment by pointing out the irony that: “a translator 

may have to work very hard to create an illusion of equivalence, and a convincing 

illusion requires a translator so disembodied as to be invisible, or at least so 

impersonal as to be anonymous” (2007, p. 27). 

Still, translators’ voices and experiences, as noted previously, remain largely 

excluded from theoretical discourse around translation, and this has created a 

sense of suspicion and antagonism amongst translators towards academia (E. 

Honig, 1975; Robinson, 1991). The three translators interviewed for this study 

have expressed views consistent with this claim, with Birkenhauer asserting that 

she finds theories interesting “only if they serve my work” (2016, p. 10), adding 

that “we translate books not for the academy, but for an audience who wants 

to read” (p. 18). For Cohen, freelancers whose livelihood is solely derived from 

their translation work are in a kind of “opposing camp” to translation scholars 

who forego remuneration for their translation work in exchange for tenure or 

promotion (p. 11). She is similarly indifferent to the influence of theory on her 

work, saying that “most of the translation theory I read, it’s interesting, and it 

has nothing to do with my work…It’s not relevant” (2017, pp. 10-11). Indeed, 

citing sharp instincts for ‘sniffing out’ hidden meanings, and discussing their 

feelings towards a character, an author, or plot-turn are much more prevalent 

amongst the translators I’ve interviewed and encountered than references to 

theoretical concepts or ideas. Scholars who wish to make peace between the 

academy and working translators (such as Robinson, Sun, and O'Cuilleanain), 

often do so by incorporating emotional responses and intuition into their 

methodology, admitting to the limitations of such biases but nevertheless 

asserting their rightful place within the practice. This idea is poignantly 
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expressed here in an introductory ‘disclaimer statement’ made by O’Cuilleanain 

that might have very conceivably been written by any one of Grossman’s 

narrators:  

If the present discussion appears undisciplined or opinionated in places, 
this may be partially excused by the consideration that in discussing 
emotion at the level of detailed example, some element of subjectivity is 
inescapable, as emotional responses are personal, spontaneous and non-
transferrable. They may be prompted rather than prescribed. The impulse 
towards tears or laughter lies partly outside the control of the rational 
mind. 
(2011, p. 67) 

 

Translators demand a right to their own emotional responses and Grossman - 

perhaps mindful of the idea that “love of the work and its creator, its theme and 

its language, is a substantial sustaining force” (E. Honig, 1975, p. 895) –  

complies. Cohen agrees. “The more invested I feel in a book, the more emotional 

I feel about it, the more driven I am to make the translation really good”, she 

says (Jessica Cohen, 2017, p. 12). Shomroni, who considers Grossman a “friend” 

- an unassuming, “wonderful” person rather than an imposing literary giant 

(2016, p. 18) - is certainly appreciative of the author’s way of helping the 

translator relate to the books. Meetings at cafes or at the author’s home are not 

an uncommon way for translators to seek out clarifications or exchange ideas 

with the author. Also, following the publication of each of Grossman’s latest 

novels, translators of the text into various languages were invited to attend a 

residential workshop with the author. Shomroni describes a process whereby 

“David reads, chronologically, the entire text, and we stop every few paragraphs, 

then he invites questions, or explains if he thinks something is unclear” (2016, 

p. 3). It also transpires from the interviews conducted that Grossman is intent 

on helping his translators understand and empathise with his characters. 
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Shomroni recalls her intense dislike of Yair, the protagonist in Be my knife 

(Grossman, 1998), who is a neurotic, obsessive and ultimately dangerous man.  

Shomroni, who describes herself as “a middle-class girl”, and “very square” 

(2016, p. 10), confesses that “it was very difficult for [her] to understand the 

mind of that person and what David [Grossman] wanted to say…Why he’d 

invented such a character at all”, she says (2016, p. 1). Through regular meetings 

over a considerable period of time, Grossman and Shomroni went over the text 

until the author finally managed to “soften” the difficult character enough for 

his translator to accept the assignment. Cohen, who was reluctant to take on 

the lyrical text of Falling out of time (Nofel) for fear that the book was “closer to 

poetry than [she] felt comfortable with” (2017, p. 13), describes how Grossman 

had met her a number of times at a Jerusalem café, and read her the novel from 

“cover to cover” (p. 13), which allowed her to discuss the novel and present her 

questions and eventually accept the task (p. 13).  The author was also called on 

by his German translator, and agreed, to physically re-enact the precise 

positioning of Ora and Avram in the prologue’s darkened hospital-room scene 

so that Birkenhauer could visualise and understand the exact dynamic and 

choreography between the two characters. “Otherwise”, Birkenhauer told 

Grossman, pointing to an ambiguity in that scene, “it is a different Ora and you 

need to explain this to me because I need to understand what kind of Ora she is 

at that moment” (2016, p. 4).  Shomroni concludes that Grossman’s particular 

writing style, with its proliferation of subtext, demands a higher level of 

collaboration between author and translator than some other authors she had 

worked with (2016). Grossman is clearly intent on creating a collaborative 

working relationship and shows a respectful recognition of the translator’s skill. 

As Cohen concludes, even the comments that return with the translation drafts 
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would always bear question marks, rather than crossed-off texts or negative 

comments. (2017, p. 9).  

While all three translators have a perceptible fondness towards Grossman and 

a great respect for his work in general, I thought it would be interesting to 

explore whether the translators’ ideological compass is aligned with that of their 

author and his literary themes, and if this is a necessary pre-requisite when 

translating an author who is so strongly identified with particular world views. 

When questioned on whether she sides with Grossman’s politics, Shomroni is 

unfaltering. “Of course. I am a kibbutznik! I am a Shmutznik!80” (2016), she 

laughs. Naming another Israeli author who is known for his conservative views, 

Shomroni says she didn’t think she could accept work as his translator. While 

Cohen states that simply disagreeing with a novel’s stance may not make her 

reject an assignment, she had refused an offer to work on a project funded by 

an institution she “did not respect” (p. 12). Cohen, as noted, is forthright in 

expressing her views of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict which clearly inform her 

feelings towards the novel, as will transpire later in this chapter. Birkenhauer – 

whose conversion into Judaism seems to have bonded her to more traditional 

Jewish thought – is nevertheless moved by what she sees as core, humanist 

questions that the novel presents to its readers, specifically  why “we on the 

left” still send our soldiers to battle, and what makes us stay in this troubled land 

(2016).  

Undoubtedly, this particular novel has provoked a special connection between 

translators and text. This is partly owing to the novel’s weighty subject matter 

and the sensitive timing of its publication, which added a “gravity that may not 

 
80 Slang for ‘Hashomer Hatzair’. A secular, socialist-Zionist youth movement that founded some of the more 
left-leaning kibbutzim.  
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be there otherwise” (Jessica Cohen, 2017, p. 4), and also due to the translators’ 

empathy with the predicament of the novel’s protagonist, Ora. The 

identification with Ora experienced by the three women (and by the writer of 

this dissertation) is undeniable, as they are all stirred by her predicament and 

express a discernible personal responsiveness towards the her role as a soldier’s 

mother and partner. Shomroni describes the book as a “blow to the gut” (2016, 

p. 15). She remembers driving her own son – just as Ora did – to the military 

meeting point during operation ‘Homat Magen’ (Defensive Shield). “I saw myself 

driving my son to Beit She’an, and all those cars. I remember it as though it 

happened today. A parking lot full of cars” (Shomroni, 2016, p. 15), she points 

to the similarity with a scene described in the novel81.  Bikenhauer was stirred 

by parallels between her own life-partner and Avram, both Yom Kippur War 

veterans who safeguard battle memories from which she and Ora are excluded. 

She describes the novel as “the most authentic thing I have ever read about life” 

(2016, p. 6), and tells how she felt utterly “shattered” by some of the scenes, to 

the extent that she was unable to read aloud particular pages because “[she] did 

not want to hear [herself] utter these horrors” (p. 21). Cohen – the only one of 

the three translators who lives outside Israel - identifies with Ora’s abscondment 

and her refusal to accept the ‘routine’ of sending sons to battle, adding that “if 

we all stopped to think about whether this is really normal or not, things might 

be a little different” (2017, p. 7). As an expatriate mother of two sons, I am 

intrigued by Ofer’s whispered instructions to his mother, that she must leave 

the country should anything happen to him (Grossman, 2010, p. 414). Having 

experienced two wars as a child, I also stir as I recognise my own childhood 

 
81 Shomroni is referring to the convoy delivering soldiers to the campaign, which is described by Ora: “in every 
car sits a young boy, the first fruits, a spring festival that ends with a human sacrifice” (Grossman, 2010, pp. 
68-69) 
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anxieties in young Ofer’s episodes of existential panic and empathise with Ora’s 

desperate – if somewhat problematic82 - attempts to appease her child .   

Agency and creativity  

Paradoxically, when an immersive self-annihilation stirs such intimate, even 

loving empathy between translator and the translated subject, the now-

legitimised translator becomes a subjective, creative and often visible agent. “I 

am a performer of this text and there are endless possibilities”, declares 

Birkenhauer (2016, p. 15), revelling in her power to make creative choices. 

Indeed, some translators are less inclined than others to conceal their presence 

and understate their impact. With easier access to mass audiences, some 

contemporary translators have been drawing attention to their role in the 

literary production by renegotiating their ‘invisibility contracts’. Hofmann is one 

such outspoken translator who makes his motives and presence transparent 

with unabashed comments such as: 

“[My] translations are more egotistical than the run of translations…I sort 
of fear saying this, but these things are also about me. Or at least in a 
technical sense they are about me, because however ideally self-effacing 
the translator is, the words are always going to be supplied by them 
anyway, so why not it be me? Why not supply dirty words that interest 
me?” 
(Hofmann, cited in Oltermann, 2016)  
 

Cohen’s announcement that she is donating half of her Booker Prize money to 

B’Tselem (The Israeli Information Centre for Human Rights in the Occupied 

Territories) is another interesting form of translator visibility. Her position in 

support of this organisation situates her both alongside her co-recipient 

(Grossman), and at the same time as an ideological, political activist in her own 

 
82 Ora drives Ofer to the Latrun armoured-corps museum and shows him the 110 tanks on display as proof of 
Israel’s superior military force (Grossman, 2010, p. 427). 
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right who utilises the mainstream Bookers Prize platform to draw attention to 

the situation in the West Bank and Gaza. In Birkenhauer, the translator’s efficacy 

presents as the occasional unfaltering and passionate disagreements with her 

authors - literary heavy-weights such as Grossman and Appelfeld -  on matters 

of style and approach. When first contacted by Grossman to become his 

translator, for example, she warned him that working with her will not be easy, 

and that in German language, his writing can appear “close to kitsch” , pointing 

to a certain sentimentality in Grossman that she did not connect with at first 

(2016, p. 2).  She also argued persistently for retaining a particular Hebrew word 

in the translation of Appelfeld into German (p. 12).  

The legitimization of the translator’s agency or even authorship is of course 

supported by postmodernist and deconstructionist ideas that reject fixed, 

singular meanings and question the supremacy of the author, recognising the 

role of the reader and of the translator-as-reader who constructs meaning out 

of a multitude of interpretive possibilities. When “objectivity is no longer seen 

as the royal road to knowledge” (Le Blanc, 2012, p. 73), translators are less 

constricted by demands to produce impossibly impartial copies, and it is instead 

accepted that any translation is also a retelling which, in the absence of perfect 

equivalences, demands imaginative, creative, and idiosyncratic solutions. Paz 

concurs that translating is creating, and creating is inevitably a translation 

(1986), and the translator-poet Peter Cole places author and translator on the 

same creativity scale, explaining: “I experience translation and original 

composition as, at heart, the same activity, carried out at different points along 

a spectrum” (Cole, cited in Joshua Cohen, 2015), a position that is supported by 

Jacobs, who notes that the translator is a “listener, mediator and creator” (2013, 

p. 294). However, it is the extent to which translators dare to “argue with the 

text” (Birkenhauer, 2016, p. 1) that has been the cause for some disagreement 
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and controversy, often passionate and public. One such example is the furore 

over Deborah Smith’s Bookers Prize winning translation of The Vegetarian from 

the Korean language, which has been criticized for its deviation from the 

original. Smith has defended these accusations with some elegance, admitting 

that: 

To say that my English translation of The Vegetarian is a ‘completely 
different book’ from the Korean original is, of course, in one sense, 
entirely correct. Since there is no such thing as a truly literal 
translation…there can be no such thing as a translation that is not 
‘creative’. 
(Smith, cited in Armistead, 2018) 

 

To represent the degrees to which creativity and personal bias affect translators 

as they negotiate contentious banners such as ‘original’, ‘copy’, ‘adaptation’, 

and ‘version’, scholars and practitioners often turn to metaphor. Some 

(Benshalom, 2010; Cheetham, 2016; O'Cuilleanain, 2011; Wright & Freely, 2017) 

compare the act of translation to a musical or theatrical performance in order 

to convey the relation between the blueprint script and its interpretive delivery, 

and to foreground the effect of performers’ attributes –  sentiments, voice, 

gestures, and “ticks and quirks” (Jessica Cohen, 2017) -  on the piece. Others 

(Mor, 2011; Sun, 2014) choose the photography metaphor, viewing translation 

as a snapshot in which camera angle, zoom, or filter are used by the translator 

to create a particular effect. Cohen prefers to quote an unknown source with an 

interesting, less familiar metaphor that regards the translator as the adoptive 

parent and the text the adopted child (2017, p. 15), an idea which suggests that 

the ‘child’s’ genetic pre-dispositions are inevitably shaped by the personality, 

ideology, and habitat of the adoptive parent. Cohen’s metaphor submits that 

the text undergoes a kind of transfer of ownership from author to translator, 
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which, for Cohen, is an entirely plausible proposition. “Once I’ve translated 

something”, she says, “I feel like it’s mine: It’s my words, it’s my text” (p. 5). 

Shomroni expresses a similar possessive urge towards the translated text. “Even 

a book I didn’t like, or am less excited about, in the end, I feel as though it’s 

mine” (2016, p. 8).  

Furthermore, the translator has at times been credited with improving on the 

original, such as in Miron’s recent – and widely criticised  – assertion that 

Nicholas De Lange’s English translations of Amos Oz trump their Hebrew version 

(2019). While such criticisms may denigrate the author, De Lange, for his part, 

describes a very close working relationship with Oz which implies that the 

author’s input may have contributed to any enhancements or edits made to the 

English versions (de Lange, 2019). This is an intriguing notion that presents the 

original is a kind of ‘work in progress’ which is evolves through an ongoing 

creative dialogue between translator and author.  It is interesting to note that 

when I ask Birkenhauer for what is possibly gained in the translation of this 

novel, she similarly points to this ‘evolutionary’ process. She describes the role 

of the translator as a detector of the author’s “blind-spots” (2016, p. 9) – these 

overlooked aspects of the text that may not be fully or accurately 

comprehended by the reader. In conversations she’d had with Grossman whilst 

translating his work, she would point out these blind-spots, and the author 

would sometimes edit these parts of the text in future print runs (p. 21). “By 

going through the body and soul of another person”, she says, referring to the 

translator’s intimate absorption of the piece, “the book becomes more 

communicative. Not transparent…The secrets must never be revealed”, but 

more lucid (Birkenhauer, 2016).  
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Giving the book an afterlife, and perhaps even revitalising the text with its every 

incarnation is one possible driving force for translators. Ora is propelled by an 

existential need to correct (‘edit’, one could say), through narrative, the 

relationship between father and son, in the hope that the son will be shielded 

and immortalised by this bonding narrative. She strives for a loyalty to the spirit 

and body of her son, but also aims for a particular effect on the father; that he 

will come closer to the son he never knew. Shomroni confesses that she, too, is 

driven by an urge to bring closer her two selves, describing her sense of living a 

“schizophrenic” split between her native Italian and her acquired Israeli home 

(2016).  Cohen, who was born in England, moved to Israel when she was 7, and 

now lives in the US (2017),  agrees that the desire to link between the cultures 

on which she was raised is a “perpetual attempt that’s never going to end” (p. 

10). Conjuring Spivak, Mor further develops this idea of bringing two cultures 

together by stating that since identity is at least partly formed in language, 

translation is a means to get beyond the limitations of a single identity by using 

the language of an other (Mor, 2011, p. 122).  Birkenhaeur seems to relate to 

this idea, which for her manifests as “the desire to receive a dimension of an 

entire life that [she] did not get a chance to experience” (2016, p. 23). The desire 

to link or bridge between cultures, identities, and selves presents the role of the 

translator as a mediator who occasionally transgresses borders and renegotiates 

identities and affiliations.  

Like some other acts of border-crossing and transgressions of national 

boundaries, the work of the translator can also involve some considerable risks. 

In contrast to the more noble bridging metaphor brought above, or the common 

travel analogy attributed to translation (Cheetham, 2016), some translators 

conjure  less wholesome imagery by likening their work to “smuggling” 

(Tyulenev, 2010, p. 241) and “eavesdropping” (Wright & Freely, 2017, p. 99). As 
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such, they call into question the loyalty of the translator whose pursuit is 

presented as duplicitous or even devious. Perhaps in defiance of the age-old 

accusations frequently evoked by the Italian expression ‘traduttore, traditore’ 

(‘translator, traitor’), translator Barbara Johnson proudly confesses to her own 

contentious brand of loyalty when she refers to herself as “a faithful bigamist” 

(cited in Doyle, 1991) who manages to maintain her two ‘homes’ – the original 

and the translation – separate and content. The constant scrutiny of translators’ 

loyalty makes the occupation averse to the risk of criticism, particularly when 

some critics regard translation as a project which, at best, can hope to achieve 

“astute accommodation” and “damage limitation” (Parks, 2019). Fear of such 

criticism (from self and others) has, at times, provoked Shomroni into concerns, 

“that I am betraying. That I didn’t translate correctly. That my choices were 

wrong” (2016, p. 11). Translators who take certain stylistic risks are exposed to 

greater criticism, for example when their deliberate unconventional choices are 

interpreted as clumsy errors (Kamuf, 2015, p. 4), or when their “Stylistic 

idiosyncrasies [which] make visible the mechanisms of language” are mistakenly 

viewed as “defects in translation” (Kellman, 2010, p. 9). But not taking the risk, 

warns Schleiermacher, is a risk in itself (2012), and Birkenhauer, in her 

characteristically unfaltering fashion, explains that you must be prepared to 

“look into the abyss, and to stay there” and not be tempted “to save your soul 

and stay half a step behind” (2016, p. 3). The abyss is the void between texts 

that needs to be filled, and as they set about their task of filling this void, 

translators must tentatively manoeuvre between the rock of invisibility and the 

hard place of conspicuousness, both of which risk accusations of disloyalty. 

Creative angst 

In the previous chapter I have observed Ora as she agonises over the same 

translational dilemmas of visibility, creativity, and loyalty that have been 
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affecting actual, professional translators. Ora laments over the impossibility of 

composing a single biographical account out of “all the minutiae, the thousands 

of moments and acts from which you raise a child, gather him into a person” (…). 

She asks herself: 

How do you tell an entire life? A whole decade would not be enough. 
Where do you start? Especially she, who is incapable of telling one story 
from beginning to end without scattering in every direction and ruining 
the punch line—how will she be able to tell his story the right way?  
(Grossman, 2010, p. 204)  

When I point to Cohen a certain similarity between Grossman’s characters and 

his translators she agrees, explaining that: 

It’s just all this grappling that [Grossman’s] characters are doing all of the 
time with language, that kind of agony sometimes of having to put one 
set of codes into another …which I think is such a beautiful parallel to the 
work of translating and to the stresses or the feelings that perhaps the 
translators will go through. 
(Jessica Cohen, 2017, p. 17) 

 

Indeed, both Ora and her real counterparts are faced by a creative angst that is 

provoked by the “terrifying responsibility” (Derrida, 2001, p. 174) of the task. 

For professional translators this is particularly so when dealing with the work of 

a “major novelist of his generation” (Mintz book, 206), as Grossman is widely 

regarded, and with what is considered a seminal text such as To the end of the 

land, and the poignant circumstances of its publication. Contemporary novels 

are likely to be translated into any given language no more than once in a 

generation, and as such they attract – and with some justification – the stern 

gaze of critics (Parks, 2018), which adds to the translator’s dread and 

apprehension. Cohen recalls that she was mindful of the importance of this 

assignment, and that Grossman was “very invested in [the book] personally, and 

he was going to be very concerned about how the translation worked out” 
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(Jessica Cohen, 2017, p. 4).  Although Cohen is now mostly over her earlier 

feelings of being a “rookie” and an “imposture” (p. 13), has said that owing to 

Grossman’s reputation, “the challenge of retaining his unique voice [is] all the 

more daunting” (Jessica Cohen, 2012). Birkenhauer, who had some doubts 

about her emotional capacity to translate this novel, is nevertheless free of 

anxiety about misrepresenting the author’s intent, explaining that:  

With good authors, everything I need I can get out of the text. I just need 
to read precisely and not get carried away with my own ideas. I need to 
adapt myself to every dip and every bump…With a text such as [To the 
end of the land], that constantly takes you back to the materiality of the 
language and the form of speech, and the invented words, I don’t know 
how you could translate it against the direction in which it was written. 
(2016, p. 15)  

 

For Shomroni, on the other hand, the years of experience translating some of 

Israel’s most celebrated authors, and the subsequent sense of creative 

empowered to make more daring choices, have led at times to a greater anxiety 

over matters of fidelity to the source (2016, p. 12). Reflecting on her translation 

of another well-known Israeli author, Shomroni cites a recent example in which 

her translation took a significant stylistic deviation from the original text, based 

on what she believed would be tolerated by the Italian reader (p. 7). She could 

not consult the author who has no knowledge of Italian, and conversely her 

Italian editor has insufficient knowledge of Hebrew. “I didn’t sleep for days”, she 

says (p. 11). “I was extremely concerned that I had made a mistake, that I didn’t 

translate properly, that I dared too much” (p. 11). Since then, the book went on 

to do very well and Shomroni received an award for its translation – a fact which 

makes her joke that perhaps she should have been more liberated with other 

texts (p. 7). More seriously, however, she says she “wouldn’t have dared to do 

something like that with David”, as it is more crucial to retain his particular 



N i v a  K a s p i  P h D  D i s s e r t a t i o n  P a g e  172 | 195 

 

intention and style (p. 7). Being the first to translate To the end of the land, 

Shomroni was – incredibly - translating the same drafts Grossman was sending 

his editors. These were “virginal” text, as she calls them (2016, p. 2). She had the 

tightest deadline in which to complete the task, and with Italian being the first 

language to be picked for translation (p. 2), she had no existing translations to 

refer to. She describes a process whereby she handed her translations over to 

the editors every two weeks and “that’s it. The text disappeared. They printed 

it” (p. 11), with few revision cycles or edits. This was clearly an intense 

assignment for Shormroni, who says she had “put [her] head down in February 

and didn’t lift it up again until September” (2016, p. 20)83. I note in Shomroni a 

sense of regret over those rushed circumstances that did not allow her to invest 

more time in this important work by an author she describes as “possibly the 

most complex author” that she had ever translated (p. 6).  

What is left out 

Finally, when asked whether she believes in “fidelity to the original”, Spivak says 

“Yes, yes, not because it’s possible, but because one must try” (Spivak, 2001, p. 

14). These same sentiments manifest in Ora’s words when, despite recognising 

that her task is impossible, she sees no other option but to go on telling her 

story:  

I didn’t write it properly,” she says now, as they go back down the 
mountain to find the lost notebook. “I just don’t feel that I’m getting the 
main point across. Not when I write, and not when I’m talking to you. I 
want to tell all the minutiae about him, the fullness of his life, his life story, 
and I know I can’t, it’s impossible, but still, that’s what I need to do for 
him now. 
(Grossman, 2010, pp. 330-331) 

 
83 For comparison, Birkenhauer worked for 15 months on the German translation of this novel (2016, p. 4).  
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“There is always a frustration with things that I don’t think I can get across…Or 

that getting them across will require too much explanation”, says Cohen (2017, 

p. 15), “but it’s hard to put your finger on what exactly is lost”, she adds (p. 15). 

Shomroni notes that there is an inevitable “compromise” (Shomroni, 2016, p. 8) 

in any translation, and Birkenhauer concludes more specifically that readers 

who do not live in Israel, and who do not risk losing their children in battle, may 

not have the same first-hand empathy with Ora’s plight (2016, p. 22),  something 

that Cohen also points out. Grossman, says Cohen, conveys “very subtle 

observations about Israeli society” and therefore readers of the translation 

“can’t quite get the same intimacy” (2017, p. 15). Her words are reinforced by 

my observations about the novel’s language, made in Chapter 2.  

 

Whilst Ora and Grossman can use self-reflexivity as a way of explicating their 

frustrations, self-doubts, and regrets, and to edit a previous version or suggest 

an alternative one, translators’ experiences, thoughts, and responses remain 

largely excluded from the published texts. Within an environment that, in its 

focus on readers, regards ‘fluency’ and ‘seamlessness’ as characteristics of a 

quality translation, annotations, particularly within contemporary, mainstream 

fiction, are kept to a minimum, and translators’ notes mostly appear either as 

an appendix, in a separate publication such as a journal or blog, or not at all. 

Birkenhauer says that, given the opportunity, she would have liked to append 

her notes and reflections to all of her translations, “especially when it is a book 

that I feel that I made a stance as an interpreter, in the musical sense” (2016, p. 

18). She turned to writing her reflections on her experiences translating To the 

end of the land about a year after the work was completed, saying that she 

needed to debrief herself, and to understand what she had been through during 

that time. However, the reality of the publishing process is that translators do 
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not always get the opportunity to comment on their work, and Birkenhauer’s 

article about translating To the end of the land has yet to be published, to her 

regret. Whether this absence of translators’ voices is part of an intentional, 

systemic ‘invisibility agenda’ or otherwise, it does deprive the translated product 

of the nuances, indeterminacies, and ambiguities associated with its relocation.  

The novel’s afterlife is undoubtedly shaped by its reteller’s personality, 

tendencies, values, thought processes, and emotions. Yet, these same hands are 

also trusted with shielding the original text from corruption and 

misrepresentation since translators are, in a way, just like Ora – commemorators 

of a cherished ‘original’. People and processes that influence the production of 

a translation are meaning-constituents that we must recognise and study. 

Absenting voices so detrimental to the translated texts is a form of 

mistranslation by omission and perhaps even an ethical failure-to-disclose which 

this dissertation sets out, in part, to address.  Recognising, too, that translators 

work within a socio-political cosmos, that they form relationships with their 

authors, that they identify (or not) with characters, and that they hold certain 

values that may impact on their work contributes to the way we read and study 

translated and even original literatures.  

Finally, there is, it seems, something about this novel –its epic size anchored in 

actual historical events, the way it dissects into particles the emotional universe 

of its protagonists, and the real tragedy it pre-empts and depicts – that makes it 

stand out for its translators. Throughout this dissertation I insist on making a 

connection between Grossman’s literary work, his personal history, his 

characters, and his public activism. Birkenhauer remembers the persistent 

cross-over between fiction and biography that had characterised her work on 

this novel. Her reflections on the emotional weight that the actual reality has 
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added to her work more than echo Ora’s futile attempt to escape the 

catastrophe she was fleeing from. I conclude with Birkenhauer’s poignant 

words: 

The biggest problem with this book was that it was written with the will 
and the illusion of protecting Uri, and that it was written in hope. And it 
ends with the disaster that turns it upside down. I felt I can only translate 
it from the position of hope, because this is how it was written. And every 
day I had to enter a kind of lie, or an illusion that it is possible, and the 
moment I’d turned the computer off I knew that all my efforts would not 
help. 
(Birkenhauer, 2016, p. 17) 

 

 

  



N i v a  K a s p i  P h D  D i s s e r t a t i o n  P a g e  176 | 195 

 

Chapter 5: Conclusion 

Most of us, given a choice between chaos and naming, between 
catastrophe and cliché, would choose naming. Most of us see this as a zero 
sum game—as if there were no third place to be: something without a 
name is commonly thought not to exist. And here is where we can discern 
the benevolence of translation. 
(Carson, 2008) 

 

Throughout this dissertation I have drawn on the notion of visibility in 

translation in order to admit into the novel’s interpretation the life and work of 

the author, the metafictional voice of the character-narrator, the creative effect 

of the professional translator, and the unique features of the original language. 

I have put forward an argument that our understanding and appreciation of the 

translated text can be enriched if the collaborators and mediators in the 

construction of its meaning are acknowledged and studied. In contrast to the 

prevailing translational aesthetics of frictionless assimilation, this dissertation 

seeks to reveal the translation’s innards, expose its source and its process of 

transformation and, in doing so, foreground – and strive to compensate for - the 

limits of conventional translations.  I begin these concluding comments by 

reflecting on how translational challenges illuminating this dissertation 

contribute to studies of Grossman’s novel and to our understanding of the 

process of translation, and I have used the term  ‘translation’ with various 

significations in this dissertation in order to draw on similarities between 

translation into language, and translation between languages. I end with some 

thoughts on how translated texts may be more inclusive of the process of their 

conversion to another language, more revealing of what can and cannot be 

conveyed in this transformation, and more explicit about the uncertainties and 

choices that are involved in such a complex and ultimately impossible activity.  
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Upon reflection, my expansion of the term ‘translation’ to apply to a range of 

rendering agents has proven helpful to the study and discussion of this particular 

novel and its translation. In the following quote, Chow eloquently outlines the 

benefits of such an approach as one which: 

allows one to include within the parameters of translation… a 
consideration of such illegible things as accent, tone, texture, habit, 
historicality, the partially remembered, the erroneous but frequently 
reiterated, and ultimately, the unsaid—all of which bear on transactions 
of the most basic meanings but tend to elude the more positivistic or even 
scholarly way of handling translating (with its proper and respectable but 
not necessarily helpful tools such as etymologies, dictionaries, 
encyclopaedias, libraries, and the like). 
(2008, p. 568) 
 

In drawing on the fiction itself as well as on those who have contributed to its 

composition, and regarding their activities as translational (using both the actual 

and the approximate term), this study has provided a discursive space that is 

similarly inclusive of that which is commonly illegible, unsaid, and elusive.  

In viewing the author as a kind of translator, I have begun by allowing 

Grossman’s position in the world outside his fiction into the interpretation of 

this novel.  Grossman’s status as a public intellectual and celebrated author, his 

activism, and the event of his private-public tragedy, have influenced his fiction 

in a way which invites a renegotiation of the boundaries between the historical 

and the literary, between the private and the public, and between the author 

and his characters’ worldviews and biographies. The various dimensions of the 

author’s life and work, as Gluzman argues, “are not mere paratextual matter 

useful as background for discussion, but form part of the novel’s composition 

and of the story of its reception” (2019, p. 350, my translation). Within the 

hermeneutic reception of this novel it is, as I have demonstrated, the real 

notification of Uri’s death that eclipses the fictional Ora’s escape and brings a 
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devastating and conclusive finality to the novel’s otherwise unresolved ending. 

Grossman’s Author’s Notes that are bound up with the fictional frame of the 

novel, as well as his interviews, essays, and speeches, work towards reiterating 

this unbreakable bond between the author’s private life, his literature, and the 

conflict. Yet, much of these elements that influence interpretation in the local 

context are inevitably absent from the translation.  

Grossman’s work and politics continue to be entangled with the reality of the 

conflict in Israel. Only recently, an IDF soldier from the settlement of Ofra - the 

very same settlement Grossman visits and debates with its community leaders 

in The Yellow Wind (Grossman, 1987) - was stabbed to death in a West Bank 

terror attack. The young man, who was a Yeshiva student, was found holding a 

newly purchased copy of Grossman’s latest novel, which he bought as an 

intended gift – he apparently wanted a non-religious book – for his Rabbi 

(Plotkin, 2019). The story of the young murdered settler holding a Grossman 

novel quickly acquired a variety of symbolic interpretations in local media. Some 

have linked the slayed soldier to the novel’s protagonist and regarded both as 

examples of the ongoing persecution of Jews (Grossman’s latest novel is based 

on the true story of a woman who survived the notorious Goli Otok political 

prison during WWII). Others have viewed as paradoxical the young man’s 

purchase of a book by an author who is a vocal opponent of the West Bank 

settlement that is the soldier’s home. Some, more hopeful, have regarded the 

young soldier as a representative of an emerging and more liberal generation of 

settlers who are willing to embrace the culture of secular Israel. Grossman 

immediately expressed his deep condolences, drawing on the empathic bond 

that exists between the two bereaved families (Plotkin, 2019). I note these 

events in order to further illustrate how the life and work of this author, the 
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themes emerging from his books, as well as the land and the history of its 

people, continue to be hopelessly intertwined.  

Another facet of the role of biography and history in Grossman’s writing is his 

representation of the private idiolect and its antonym – the rhetoric of the 

nation. This opposition is closely aligned to the recurring tension between form 

and substance, when the inner, ineffable ‘language’ of the body struggles for 

and against its articulation in an outer, known language. While it is true that 

Grossman’s protagonists constantly try to fight off the intrusion of the outside 

reality on their private worlds (Shiffman, 2013), it is equally true that they are at 

the same time engaged in a perpetual struggle to make that private self known 

and understood within the public domain.  My analysis of To the end of the land 

and of Ora’s project of translating the “flesh and blood” of Ofer’s life into “only 

words” (Grossman, 2010, p. 204) illuminated both the private and the public 

‘languages’ that made up Ora’s story. I have shown how the broader 

philosophical problem of capturing the ineffable essence of one’s son in 

language runs parallel to the mother’s ideological project of undermining the 

State’s reductive sacrificial narrative of soldiers’ commemoration. The 

impossibility of perfectly replicating a “private language” (Wittgenstein, 2010, p. 

99), which is set against the recognition of the transformative power of new 

forms of telling, has informed my work on this dissertation. I have found Ora’s 

attitude inspiring and instructive in the way she concedes to the imperfections 

of translation at the same time as she continues, undeterred, to compose, as 

best as she can, a true portrait of her son.     

Language 

Language is “Inexact” (Wittgenstein & Waismann, 2003, p. 313), and for this 

reason, it is destined to trail just behind or beside its ‘real’ counterpart.  
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Language is inexact, for Grossman, because it can never perfectly reproduce the 

instance - the life -  it seeks to account for, since to put this instance into words 

means to misrepresent it and render it something other than it is. More than 

anything else, this ineffable, in Grossman’s writing and thinking, is a physical 

phenomenon – a sensory experience, the natural world and even the concrete 

effect of the Conflict -  and so the storyteller’s task is to seek those fleeting 

miraculous moments of seemingly perfect consonance between sense and 

utterance.  In an unresolved hierarchical contest, when the physical is translated 

into a language that is primordial, authentic, and precise, that language 

becomes part of that body of which it speaks, forming its own unique DNA-like 

blueprint that underpins our singularity. So, despite its deficiencies, language, 

as we learn from Grossman, is both a symptom and a cause of who we are; both 

constructed by and constructing of our story.  

Grossman stipulates that “the need to name things by your own private names” 

is likely the writer’s first and foremost desire. He adds that “by using a personal 

language—achieved by certain tempo combinations, particular uses of specific 

words—readers can feel the fingerprint of your inner world” (Grossman, cited 

in Shainin, 2007). When it came to studying the way in which Grossman utilises 

the inherent features of the Hebrew language, I have encountered numerous 

instances in which the physicality of a word colludes with its ‘spiritual’ or 

connotative attire to create or enhance meaning. In a similar way to Ora’s 

conundrum of translating Ofer’s flesh-and-blood into language, these ‘bodied’ 

qualities in the text present a challenge to the conversion into another language 

within conventions which privileges ‘sense’ over ‘word’. Words with particular 

sounds, palpable words, gendered words, words that resemble each other, 

words in different languages and accents, and words that reference others need 

to somehow be carried over to their new destination in translation. Yet, as I have 
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pointed out, these words – their bodies, in particular -  frequently make up the 

collateral “poetry” that is said to be lost in translation, and conventional 

translations do not sufficiently address this deficiency.  When expressions such 

as ‘Literalism’, ‘translationese’, and ‘non-idiomatic’ are used as a kind of code 

for a poor translational choice, translating some of Grossman’s idiolect can 

become a risky pursuit. Yet, I find that literalism is also, in a sense, what Ora (and 

any other storyteller) aspires to when she sets out to recreate an exact replica 

of her subject; a perfect mimicry of the mother and child’s secret language, and 

of the landscape’s shades, contours, and sounds. In aiming for what is 

naturalised as ‘good’ translation, translators are tasked with achieving a 

(somewhat impossible) balance between satisfying calls for fluency, 

seamlessness, and immersion on the one hand, and wishing to replicate as 

closely as possible the thumbprint of the source language and text.   

These competing demands on translators have been explored here in relation 

to the idea that translators must remain invisible and that their mitigating 

presence should not be evident within the translated text. Drawing on Venuti’s 

influential texts (Venuti, 1995), which relates this invisibility to both the status 

and the creative input of translators, I have focused on the latter as well as on 

the question of how meaning may be lost within such demand for invisibility. In 

inviting the professional translators of this novel to reflect on the process of its 

composition, I have been able to illustrate a number of interesting factors that 

impact on translators’ attitudes, feelings and, by extension, their work.  The 

specific context of the novel’s inception and publication, the author’s status and 

his collaborative approach to the work, the translators’ intimate, visceral 

knowing of Grossman’s idiolect, their affinity with the protagonist, and even the 

political viewpoint of the translators have been shown to affect their work in 

some way.  Whilst I have endorsed a particular kind of methodological invisibility 
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which allows the translator to better attune to the movements of the original 

text, I have nevertheless considered the translators as significant and yet under-

present meaning makers in published fiction.  

Further, I have become aware, particularly during the course of writing the 

Translator chapter, of a certain tension between translation scholars and 

working translators. One example where this is noticeable is in the differing 

attitudes towards the role of intuition and instinct in translation methodology. 

Grossman is a great advocate of ‘embodied knowledge’, as are Ora and a 

number of the translators featured in Chapter 4. The intuitive response, which 

is not always traceable to a particular location in the text, is endorsed by 

Grossman as non-empirical, immeasurable, and yet as real as any scientific 

formula or principle. Likewise, some of the working translators quoted here 

have emphasised the importance of what lies beyond the words, with 

Birkenhauer for example describing her embodied reaction to the text as an 

important part of interpreting the novel. On the other hand, and in turning to 

Grossman once again, translation is a process that can and should benefit from 

intellectual curiosity, precision, patterns, lexicons, and systems. There is, 

therefore, scope to incorporate intuition and other practice-based sensibilities 

into translation studies and methodology and, conversely, to enhance 

translation with robust theory and scholarship. I hope that my ‘bi-partisan’ 

position at the time of writing this dissertation, as both a researcher and 

translator, which allows me access to the two, sometimes conflicting, 

approaches to the translation task, has manifested in a study that wishes to 

bring the two positions closer.  
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Towards a visible translation 

Grossman has said that “we cannot really aspire to have the total truth, we just 

have to point out the ambiguity of language“ (Grossman, cited in Shainin, 2007), 

and this ‘pointing out’ is largely  what this dissertation is about. As I compose 

this conclusion, I return to the pain of the language that was ‘amputated’ from 

my life. I consider Grossman’s reclamation of the lost, ‘first’ language of the body 

in the pre-linguistic infant, which he regularly returns to through his 

proliferation of child-characters. I ponder on the author’s desire for a utopic 

translation of reality into language as a means to alleviate this loss. I try to 

imagine a translation that is inspired by Grossman’s way of pointing out the 

imprecisions as well as the pliability of language. A translation that discloses its 

mediator, that doubts itself and playfully reinvents, that is physically 

symptomatic and that, at the same time, is aesthetic and melodic. Grossman (or 

his editor) has included a glossary for See Under: Love, with definitions to Yiddish 

and Polish words (Grossman, 1989, p. 455) which does not appear in the novel’s 

Hebrew version. To my mind, this glossary fits rather organically and un-

intrusively within the English text. From my safe position as a researcher who 

does not have to comply with market expectations for the sake of selling copies, 

I try to imagine a translation that incorporates all sorts of extra textual devices 

– perhaps even activated by reader’s choice - to make visible the fact of its 

rendition at the same time as it celebrates the artistic ingenuity of the original.  

This dissertation forms part of the infinite “copious notes” that can be compiled 

in a quest to extract meaning and to trace how meaning is constructed. I am, of 

course, aware that attempts to explain, to elucidate, to make known always 

threaten – by their very disruptive, clunky existence - to destroy the beauty that 

they seek to honour. Yet, the potential to corrupt is a risk carried by any 

translation, and while some assert that metonymy and metaphor are closest to 
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an “exactness” in translation (Paz, 1986, p. 54), others, like Nabokov, would 

shudder at such creative treachery. I propose that perhaps we need not choose 

between the various modes of conveying an ‘original’, nor do we need to have 

a strict segregation between reader, interpreter, and critic, as Paz further 

suggests (Paz, 1986).  Perhaps the current prevalence of self-reflexivity in 

literature, coupled with our acquired tolerance for cognitive intrusions in 

various digital media, from pop-ups and banners, through virtual boxes that lure 

us to ‘click’, to voice-overs and hyperlinks, has prepared us for a different kind 

of translation; One in which notes may be laced through or bubble beneath the 

narrative, tempting us to visit another, more strange and mysterious and 

uncomfortable language world, and revealing “the symptoms of differences” 

(Cassin, 2004, p. 29) between texts.  

* 

Nabokov mocks me with his comment: “and there is the sonneteer’s ardent 

admirer still hoping that by some miracle of ingenuity he will be able to render 

every shade and sheen of the original and somehow keep intact its special 

pattern in another tongue.” (2012, p. 119). Yet his own copious notes also set 

out to find a language with which to emulate the aura of the original. 

Translation, I conclude, is aspirational. Like writing, it is a flawed yet beautifully 

irresistible movement towards language which rarely arrives at its destination. 

It is made of nuances, imprecisions, and indeterminacies and is therefore un-

replicable. In the same way that Ora desires to “properly” immortalise Ofer, 

translations yearn to commemorate and honour; to become a vibrant afterlife 

that strives to break through material limitations and that wrestles against 

comforting conventions.  Such a  translation is a living organism that cherishes 

the singularity of its subject and resists conventional templates by attempting – 
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as all writing should - a type of “perfection that is filled with infinite blemishes 

and deformities of both character and body” (Grossman, 2017, pp. 2, my 

translation).  
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