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Ho! and the Transnational Turn  
in Contemporary Israeli Poetry

A D R I A N A  X .  J A C O B S

Since its 2005 inaugural issue, the Israeli literary journal Ho! has situated 
translation at the center of its efforts to revitalize and redirect the flows of 
contemporary Hebrew poetry from the Israeli local to an expanding global network 
of Israeli writers and poets who live in translational states, living and working 
outside of Israel and, in several cases, in other languages. Ho!’s commitment to 
translation is closely connected to its embrace of a transnational model of Hebrew 
literature. In this article, I examine the critical reception of Ho!’s first issues and 
the debates that followed between its authors and critics over what constitutes the 
Israeli here and now, a question that also forces a reevaluation of where Hebrew 
literature’s diasporic past—and present—is located in contemporary Israeli culture. 
By retracing the comparative and multilingual encounters of modern Hebrew 
literature’s Jewish, diasporic past, and reengaging these encounters via translation, 
Ho! advances a transnational model as the present and future of Israeli literature.

“To be contemporary is to create one’s time, not reflect it”
—Marina Tsvetaeva

“The future of poetry is the present, and it has already arrived.”
—Joyelle McSweeney1

If a radical shift in literary production and circulation from the diaspora to Pales-
tine marked Hebrew literature of the twentieth century, what distinguishes the 
Israeli literary scene moving into the new millennium is the global movement of 

authors and texts beyond Israel’s borders. Today, many Israeli writers and poets 
live in states of translation, writing and publishing outside of Israel and, in several 
cases, in languages other than Hebrew.2 Travel, globalization, and digital networks 
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have given shape to a contemporary Israeli literary culture that is both local and 
transnational. This traffic has shaped and facilitated the production and reception 
of literary translation as Israeli literature continues to challenge its own norms 
through the inclusion of texts that originate in other places, times, and languages, 
and as Israeli writers move—and reside—between different geographic and 
linguistic borders. 

In what follows, I propose a reading of contemporary Israeli literature that 
foregrounds “the world beyond” in its reframing of Israeli literature as deterritorial, 
diasporic, and cosmopolitan.3 Borrowing David Damrosch’s formulation of world 
literature as a “mode of circulation and reading,” I will trace the movements of 
contemporary Hebrew poetry and translation “through the shifting spheres of 
world literature,” using the literary journal Ho! as my primary case study.4 Founded, 
along with several other Israeli literary journals, in 2005, Ho! has distinguished 
itself by situating translation and translators at the center of its efforts to revitalize 
and redirect the flows of contemporary Hebrew poetry.5 Ho! ’s dedication to a 
generative translation practice is closely connected to its editorial commitment to a 
transnational model of Hebrew literature and to “openness to world literature.”6 
Indeed, Dory Manor, Ho! ’s founding editor, is a poet and translator who lived for 
several years in France and has published highly acclaimed Hebrew translations of 
classic French poetry (he was the recipient of the 2007 Shaul Tchernichovsky 
Prize for translation).7 The journal’s emphasis on classical forms and prosody, and 
on the sonnet in particular, has combined with its interest in translation to form a 
larger project of recovering Hebrew literature’s diasporic legacy, while also 
acknowledging diasporic/transnational Hebrew literary production in the present.8 
Bringing these temporalities into contact has allowed the journal to imagine 
continuities that reframe contemporary Israeli writing as comparative, multilin-
gual, and transnational, a project that carries both aesthetic and political stakes. 
By selecting texts that deemphasize territoriality, and emphasize translation and 
transnational movement, Ho! hypothesizes an alternative history for Hebrew liter-
ature that envisions its continued development as a diasporic, cosmopolitan, and 
multilingual literature, rather than one that decisively favored a national, territo-
rial, and monolingual ethos.9 In so doing, Ho! has challenged Hebrew literature’s 
Anglo-American modernist legacy and offered in its place a world-oriented model 
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for contemporary Israeli literature that acknowledges both its increasingly trans-
national movement and its active, internal (and still contested) multiculturalism 
and multilingualism. 

This study examines the early critical reception of Ho! ’s first issues, with 
particular attention to the debates between its authors and critics over what consti-
tutes “the contemporary” in Israeli literature and the forms and histories that this 
category accommodates. While Ho! ’s model privileges Hebrew and circulates 
primarily within an Israeli market, its commitment to a neoformalist and transla-
tional poetics insists on “the past as a serious factor” in the shaping of contempo-
rary literature, whether through the composition of sonnets, the retranslation of 
nineteenth-century French poetry, or revisiting the legacy of European seafaring 
literature.10 Further, I reflect on how Ho! ’s recentering of Hebrew literature’s 
diasporic past in contemporary Israeli culture and its emphasis on the role of trans-
lation and translators not only complicates claims to contemporaneity in the Israeli 
context, but also reimagines Israeli literature as a world literature.

In his provocative introduction to Ho! ’s inaugural issue, Manor not only chal-
lenged prevailing trends in contemporary Israeli poetry, but also emphatically 
situated a poetics and politics of return at the center of Ho! ’s agenda: 

The journal Ho! has come into being from a sense of urgency. An 
urgency to return poetry to a central place in Israeli culture; an urgency 
to return a rich Hebrew language that isn’t anorexic to the heart of 
Israeli writing; an urgency to raise onto the literary stage a new genera-
tion of writers and poets. We aspire to return to Hebrew literature 
something of that spark, of that (Slavic?) self-denial that it lost some-
where in the past fifty years.11

Manor’s call to “return poetry to a central place in Israeli culture” is implicit in the 
very name of the journal. The word ho—in English, oh or o—commonly introduces 
an apostrophe, an exclamatory figure of speech from the Greek ἀποστροφή, “turning 
away.” When it occurs in literary writing, lyric poetry in particular, it usually signals 
a speaker’s sudden turn toward an absent addressee, often a personification of a 
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concept or idea (e.g., Shakespeare’s “O cunning Love!” and Shelley’s “O wild West 
Wind”). This name is consistent with the journal’s editorial preoccupation with the 
formal, classical elements of poetry, but without the object that usually follows the 
apostrophic performance, the word ho also assumes multiple potential addressees 
and directions.12 In one respect, the name literally “calls” the reader forward, as an 
invitation. On the other hand, the apostrophe marks a turn toward what is absent; in 
this case, what is absent for the editors and writers of Ho! is “good” Israeli poetry 
written in a “rich” and vibrant Hebrew—a kind of Hebrew poetry that thrived, in 
their view, until the “tyranny” of free verse and colloquialism took hold in the Israeli 
poetry of the 1950s and 1960s (a point of contention on which I will elaborate 
further). At the same time, Manor described Ho!’s “poetic revolution” as the offspring 
of the very movement that it was now rejecting.13 On behalf of a world-oriented 
contemporary Israeli poetry, Ho! turned and returned—through and in translation—
to a European tradition of classical prosody that had been a dominant formal mode 
for Hebrew poetry until the mid-twentieth century. 

It is this move, in particular, that shapes the international content of the first 
issue, which includes prosodically attentive Hebrew translations of writers like 
Federico García Lorca (1898–1936), Jacques Roubaud (b. 1932), Osip Mandelstam 
(1891–1938), and Tristan Corbière (1845–1875). Ho! ’s translation and retranslation 
of classic European texts not only reinterprets these works for a present-day Israeli 
audience, but also “recenters” these forms as part of an apostrophic turn to Hebrew 
literature’s European, diasporic past.14 In this respect, Ho! ’s neoformalism, which 
applied to both the original works and translations that it published, was both an 
indictment of contemporary ÿaruzfobia (rhymephobia, Manor’s neologism) and a 
revisionary continuation of forms that were present in the work of Hebrew 
modernists like Leah Goldberg and in the early output of dor ha-medina (State-
hood Generation) poets like Dahlia Ravikovitch and Yehuda Amichai. The mutual 
reciprocity of translation and writing that Ho! invoked was also a legacy of 
modernism.15 But by situating a neoformalist poetics at the center of both their own 
original writing and their translation practices, they problematized the category of 
contemporary writing and its relation to understandings of twenty-first century 
Israeli (literary) identity as it is defined not only linguistically and geographically, 
but also in the very forms of its expression.16
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 The roots of Ho! ’s concerns over the state of Hebrew literature in the twenty-
first century date to the 1960s, when the poet Natan Zach and his contemporaries 
adopted free verse as the form that, in their view, best accommodated a local and 
contemporary Israeli poetic idiom. His 1966 manifesto, “Le-akliman ha-signoni 
shel shnot ha-ÿamishim ve-ha-shishim be-shiratenu ha-ÿadasha” (The Stylistic 
Climate of the 1950s and 1960s in Our New Poetry) rejected the classical models 
that characterized the poetic output of Hebrew modernists like Goldberg, 
Avraham Shlonsky, and Natan Alterman, viewing them as outmoded and favoring 
instead a modernist Anglo-American aesthetic.17 In this, his primary motivation 
was, as Chana Kronfeld has shown, “to liberate concrete and personal poetic 
expression from the collectivist abstractions of the past, which were associated 
both with the socialist realism of the 1948 Palmach generation and the heavily 
symbolist nationalism of Alterman’s topical poetry.”18 But in so doing, Zach 
neglected to acknowledge how a classical prosodic model had continued to develop 
in Hebrew poetry of the mid-twentieth century, persisting in the work of dor 
ha-medina poets as they continued to write into the post-Statehood period.19 In 
this respect, Ho! ’s emphasis on the classical prosodic models that had given shape 
to a diasporic, pre-Statehood Hebrew poetry was bound to a critique of the rela-
tion between literary norms and Israeli national identity. 

This was not, however, the first time that these writers were staking this claim. 
In fact, rhymed and metered poetry was part of the platform of the short-lived 
journal Ev, a precursor to Ho!, which was active between 1993 and 1996 (Manor 
was among its founding editors).20 The 2000 publication of Manor’s debut poetry 
collection, Mi‘ut (Minority), also provoked discussions on the “return to form” in 
Israeli poetry, including a sharp contestation of this emerging neoformalism by 
none other than Zach.21 Herman’s 2001 debut, Ÿad keren (Unicorn), a collection of 
poetry, and the 2003 publication of Maya Arad’s Makom aÿer, ve-‘ ir zara (Another 
Place, A Foreign City), a novel in verse, affirmed neoformalism to be more than a 
short-lived fad or gimmick, and rather a potentially enduring mode for contempo-
rary literature.22 In the wake of the critical reception of Ho! ’s first issue, specifically 
those that appeared in the pages of Haaretz, several Ho! contributors issued 
responses that defended their work against charges of nostalgia and anachronism 
by emphasizing the comparative, multilingual, multicultural and transnational 
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relations that their formal practices allowed them to engage and activate in the 
present.23 Arad put it even more succinctly: “[rhyme and meter] are the basic forms 
of poetry across all cultures and languages.”24 In other words, forms may develop 
within certain linguistic and national frames, but their long, transnational and 
translational history make them prime material for comparison.25

Manor’s own translations of nineteenth and early twentieth-century French 
poetry also offer a constructive context for Ho! ’s commitment to rhyme and meter. 
For example, his consideration of the place of rhyme and meter in contemporary 
Hebrew poetry accords with Valéry’s theory of form, and particularly the relation 
Valéry drew between form and originality, which is evident in his oft-cited aphorism 
“Ce qui est le meilleur dans le nouveau est ce qui répond à un désir ancient” (what’s 
best in the new is what answers to an old desire).”26 Herman addressed this relation 
in her response to Zach, but also cautioned, as did Valéry, that any mode of writing 
risks becoming a cliché when it assumes hegemonic status. For Herman, rhyme 
and meter also comprise an embodied poetics, and this relation shapes her critique: 
“Those saying that a rhyming poem is mechanical and artificial should ask them-
selves: is a heartbeat mechanical and artificial?”27 Her response interweaves lines 
from Yona Wallach’s landmark poem “Yonatan,” a work of free verse, as evidence 
of how rhyme and meter inhere even in the most radical and experimental forms of 
poetry that were being published in the 1960s (in fact, “Yonatan” opened Wallach’s 
1966 debut collection Devarim [Things]).28 

By introducing the journal primarily with translations of poets whose work 
bridged late Romanticism and Modernism, Ho! also reenacted a transformational 
moment in the history of Hebrew literature. Recent scholarship on modern 
Hebrew literature—Shachar Pinsker’s Literary Passports, Allison Schachter’s 
Diasporic Modernisms, Alan Mintz’s Sanctuary in the Wilderness and Michael 
Weingrad’s American Hebrew Literature, to name a few—has challenged the persis-
tent diaspora-to-nation teleology, and in particular the emphasis it places on 
linearity and continuity. These works share an interest in addressing the radical 
bifurcation that occurred in Europe and the United States in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth century between Hebrew writers, editors, and publishers who 
embraced Zionism and territorial nationalism, and those who remained committed 
to modern Hebrew as a diasporic literary language. By calling attention to the 



Ho! and the Transnational Turn in Contemporary Israeli Poetry  y  143

2017

multilingual and geographically unsettled affiliations of early modern Hebrew 
writers, these investigations also propose a way of situating the early decades of 
modern Hebrew literature in more comparative and international frameworks.29 
But this work has coincided as well with closer considerations of Mizrahi writing 
(particularly in light of the increasingly mainstream success of the Ars Poetika 
poets), LGBTQ+ literature and its history, Palestinian Hebrew writers, the poetry 
of ha-periferiya, the periphery, and Israeli literature’s “exuberant multilingualism.”30 
In a literary and scholarly context that has been actively challenging the hegemony 
of Ashkenazi Hebrew writing for the better part of two decades, it is worth consid-
ering what Ho! stood to gain by reaffirming European modernism as a model for 
Israeli contemporary writing, and by emphasizing the translation of these works as 
a model for global comparativism.31 

In What is World Literature, Damrosch argues that “all works cease to be the 
exclusive products of their original culture once they are translated; all become 
works that only ‘began’ in their original language.”32 In this respect, translation 
proves to be apostrophic; it brings literary texts into a new temporality that, in 
Jonathan Culler’s words, “resists narrative because its now is not a moment in a 
temporal sequence but a now of discourse, of writing.”33 In the first issue of Ho!, 
Manor invoked the long-standing formulation of translation as a mode of crossing 
(of and between languages, geographies, temporalities) in his claim that it brings 
“new horizons” into the view of the contemporary Israeli reader. Translation 
simultaneously creates and narrows distances, he argues, making visible what is 
missing or lacking in Israeli culture, and that missing element is not just poetry 
written in a “rich” Hebrew but also the possibility of considering the movement of 
Israeli literature beyond its “own present state of being.”34 While a translational 
mode may be inherent in the very act of writing poetry, it is also a mode and prac-
tice that displaces history as much as place, culture, and language.35 In his reading 
of modernism and its reconfiguration of notions of citizenship, Jahan Ramazani 
takes into account the more expansive and even “cofounding” networks of 
belonging that artists construct in their work: 

Although national labels impute singularity and coherence, poets make 
and remake their often-interstitial citizenship . . . a concept of poetic 
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transnationalism—perhaps even poetic citizenship of a kind—allows for 
the complex tessellations of modern and contemporary writing, poems 
formed by both unwilled imaginative inheritances and elective identifi-
cations across national borders.36 

Zach’s conviction that the European model no longer shaped a poetry that reflected 
Israeli realities had formed the basis of his critique and rejection of this poetry. 
Fifty years later, Ho! argued that Zach’s Anglo-American modernist turn 
prevented Israeli literature from forging alternative literary affiliations and 
networks. In this respect, the journal contended, the recovery of the European 
model, and with it, its affiliation to the legacy of diasporic, European Hebrew 
literature, acknowledged Israel’s existing “poetic pluralism.”37 Instead of “replacing 
one tyrannical literary model with another,” as Manor described it, Ho! ’s turn to 
this model activated a reconsideration of the past and present borders of the Israeli 
literary canon, including its Western influences. This turn has allowed for a 
pluralism that takes into account, across fourteen issues (to date), a wide range of 
writing that includes Mizrahi authors, writers from the former Soviet Union, 
Israeli expats in Europe and the United States, gay and lesbian writers, and Amer-
ican Hebraists like Robert Whitehall-Bashan. The Israeli poet and scholar Almog 
Behar also observed that journals like Ho! and Ha-kivun mizraÿ (Eastward), a 
journal of Mizrahi literature and culture, share “an opposition to the hegemonic 
project of ‘the negation of the diaspora’ (shlilat ha-galut) in contemporary Israeli 
culture,” though the very names of these journals claim distinct cultural and 
historical orientations.38 

Michael Gluzman’s review of Ho! ’s second issue, which appeared in Haaretz, 
offered a trenchant critique of Ho! ’s intervention in Israeli literary culture through 
a reading of the journal’s name and the implications of naming a contemporary 
Israeli literary journal after a figure of speech. Citing examples of other, earlier 
journal titles and their relation to their respective editorial agendas, Gluzman 
affirms, “a journal’s name is a kind of identity card”:

Akhshav, for example, which appeared in 1957, introduced a new 
generation of writers who offered a new, defiant poetry. The name 
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Akhshav—“now”—highlighted the journal’s contemporaneity. In 1972, 
the appearance of Siman kri’a [exclamation mark] introduced a new 
literary agenda for both original and translated literatures—its name was 
a play on the graphic sign that denotes what is extraordinary and 
awe-inspiring. So what does ‘Ho!’ symbolize?…“Turning away” is 
exactly what Ho! does: instead of a dialogue with flesh-and-blood 
readers about the here and now, Ho! turns aside to address an absent and 
imaginary audience. Its subject matter is distinctly lyrical: sonnets, 
shipwrecks, Leah Goldberg . . . In European poetry “O” is always 
attached to some object . . . but here “Ho” is detached from everything; 
it stands alone, like an homage. But an homage to what? Maybe an 
homage to European poetry since the apostrophe didn’t really catch on 
in modern Hebrew. Though we have [Saul] Tchernichovky’s “Hoy artsi! 
moladeti!” [Oh my land, my homeland!] (where the European “oh” 
becomes “hoy” after the Yiddish “oy”) and [Yonah] Wallach’s “Ho yam, 
shamayim” [O sea, sky], Hebrew can’t claim an apostrophic tradition 
comparable to that of European writing.”39 

Gluzman’s critique of Ho! largely concerns the question of what it means to be 
contemporary and how literary journals (in the Israeli context) have staked a claim 
to contemporaneity. He credits Akhshav and Siman kri’a for aligning their agendas 
with contemporary inclinations, and for their inclusion of culturally relevant 
translations. Ho! ’s embrace of neoformalism, on the other hand, signals, in his 
view, a turn away from—rather than toward—contemporary tastes. Whereas 
Akhshav and Siman kri’a addressed an existing contemporary audience, Ho! ’s audi-
ence, Gluzman contends, is “absent and imaginary.” 

In fact, the “new” literature that Akhshav and Siman kri’a advanced also relied 
on the circulation of past models and texts. Akhshav took its name from the title of 
Amichai’s 1955 debut collection Akhshav u-va-yamim ha-aÿerim (Now and in 
Other Days), thereby positioning its contemporaneity in relation to other tempo-
ralities. For both Amichai, and the journal, the restless frame of the “now” allows 
for a constant traffic and translation between the past, present, and future. 
Reflecting on almost fifty years of activity, Akhshav’s editor Gabriel Moked 
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remarked, “Akhshav means that we deal with the here and now, but that our present 
also includes the biography of our past and anticipations of our future.”40 Siman 
kri’a’s first issue included translations of Sholem Aleichem’s Tevye der milkhiker, 
Virginia Woolf ’s To the Lighthouse, and William Faulkner’s “A Rose for Emily” 
and “Barn Burning,” works that were hardly coetaneous with the literature of 1972 
but became so in translation.41 The apostrophic turn to an absent audience that 
Gluzman raises as his critique of Ho! arguably was part of the cultural perfor-
mance of journals like Akhshav and Siman kri’a, which in their own time also chal-
lenged contemporary poetic norms, tastes, and even forms. In the act of addressing 
what is absent, the space for a future audience is acknowledged and made possible.42 
Instead of marking positions of detachment and critical distance, this turn, which 
Ho! enacts through form and translation, proves to be radically relational. 
Although it was evident even in the first two issues that “rhyme and meter” 
comprised only a fraction of the poetic forms and styles that the journal repre-
sented, this turn to form allows for attachments in contemporary Hebrew writing 
that connect it simultaneously to its diasporic past as well as to its transnational 
present and future.43 

Gluzman’s review also addresses in depth the inclusion in this issue of a 
section on seafaring literature, titled “Yordei yam,” seafarers.44 While these 
texts—a combination of translations and original writing—attempt to redress a 
perceived lacuna in Hebrew literature, which does not boast a seafaring literary 
tradition as extensive as that found in other Western European literatures, they 
ultimately underscore, in Gluzman’s view, Ho! ’s detachment from contemporary 
Israeli literary tastes. While Gluzman overstates this gap—some cases in point are 
the sea adventures of the biblical Jonah, Yehuda Halevi’s “Shirei tsiyon,” Benjamin 
of Tudela’s Masa‘ot and early twentieth century Hebrew accounts (both non-
fictional and fictional) of Jewish immigration to Palestine, a passage undertaken 
by sea45—his comments nevertheless offer a global comparative framework for 
reading these texts: “Seafarers wander from place to place,” he observes, “discover 
new territories, are separated from their homes for long periods of time, and are 
found between continents, times, and cultures.”46 Ho! ’s seafaring section combines 
original Hebrew works by contemporary authors (Moshe Sakal, Sivan Beskin, and 
Roee Chen), as well as translations of poems by the seventeenth-century English 
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poet Andrew Marvell (translated by Ronen Sonis) and the nineteenth-century 
French writers Victor Hugo and Tristan Corbière (in Manor’s translation). This 
unapologetic interweaving of contemporary Hebrew translations of older work 
and contemporary original Hebrew texts constitutes and exemplifies Ho! ’s transh-
istoric take on a comparative and world literature model. 

Narratives of exile, travel, and pilgrimage, long a staple of Jewish and Hebrew 
diasporic literatures, complicate the Zionist desire for settlement and territorial 
belonging, as Sidra Ezrahi has shown, making the subject of seafarers particularly 
fecund ground for Ho!. Ezrahi’s readings of texts by Halevy and S. Y. Abramov-
itsch, for example, consider the consequences of arrival and settlement on a literary 
tradition impelled in large part by conditions of displacement, mobility, and trans-
lation. Invoking the figure of Scheherazade as a classic example of the “suspended 
ending,” Ezrahi argues that “to historicize the end of the narrative is to invite a 
form of epic closure that threatens the storytelling enterprise itself.”47 Ezrahi’s 
reading of narrative suspension may elucidate Ho! ’s inclusion of original Hebrew 
works dedicated to the figure of the sixteenth-century Portuguese explorer Ferdi-
nand Magellan. Although Magellan is credited with embarking on the first 
circumnavigation of the globe, he was killed before he could complete the circuit. 
In fact, only one of the five ships in his fleet returned to the original point of 
departure. 

Before I turn to this section, I also want to consider Gluzman’s astutely 
deployed references to Tchernichovsky (1875–1943) and Wallach (1944–1985) and 
to the productive relations that I discern between their poems and the texts that 
comprise Ho! ’s section on seafaring literature. Tchernichovsky’s poem, “Hoy artsi 
moladeti,” for instance, celebrates centuries of settlement in the “Land of Israel” 
and occupies, with no small thanks to Naomi Shemer’s recording, anthemic status 
in Israeli culture. (It inspired the design of the reissued 50-shekel note, which also 
includes a microtext of the poem.) Written in 1933, its dense landscape imagery 
connects various historical layers, from biblical times to the Yishuv:

	 י! 	הוֹי, אַרְצִי! מוֹלַדְתִּ Oh my land, my homeland!
	 ים קֵרֵחַ. 	הַר-טְרָשִׁ Icy stone mountain.
	 ה וּגְדִי. ה: שֶׂ 	עֵדֶר עֻלְפֶּ A languishing herd: lamb and goat.
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	 מֵחַ. 	זְהַב-הָדָר שָׂ A merry golden splendor.
	 בָה, ל מַצֵּ 	מִנְזָרִים, גַּ Monasteries, a swell of tombstones,
	 יִת. פּוֹת-טִיט עַל בָּ 	כִּ mud roofs cover homes.
	 בָה, בָה לאֹ-נוֹשָׁ 	מוֹשָׁ An uninhabited village,
	 	זַיִת אֵצֶל זָיִת. a grove of olive trees.48

Tchernichovsky structures the poem around a double reading, with images that 
alternate between conditions that challenge settlement (stone mountains, deserts, 
the abandoned village) and signs of life that anticipate the possibility of setting down 
roots (the golden splendor, hadar, also refers to the genus Citrus). But for all its 
emphasis on settlement, Tchernichovsky’s poem concludes notably on a tabula 
rasa: “and everything sinks into a sea of light, / and blue covers everything.” Tcher-
nichovsky’s blue (tekhelet) is a biblical blue—of the avnet (priestly sash) worn by the 
High Priest, of the tapestries that adorned the Mishkan, and notably of the tallit (the 
model for the flag of the State of Israel).49 But this blue also indicates the formless sky 
and the illusion of space that it creates in the blinding light of the desert, where new 
histories can be projected and inscribed, and where old histories may be erased. 
Placing these poems side by side allows Tchernikhovsky’s blue to migrate into the 
opening lines of Wallach’s poem, “Ho yam, shamayim”: 

	 ים עַרְפִלִּ מַיִם, עֲטָפוּנִי בְּ 	הוֹ יָם, שָׁ Oh sea, sky, wrap me in mists
	 י, לִּ גוּ עִם אֵד עֵינַיִם שֶׁ 	הִתְמַזְּ blend together with the vapour of my eyes,
	 כֶם לְבָנִים יַנְמִיכוּ לָּ חָפִים שֶׁ 	שְׁ your white gulls will descend
מּוֹטוֹת	 בֶת מְרַפְרְפִים וּדְבֵקִים בַּ 	לָשֶׁ to alight fluttering and clinging to the poles
	 תִי. אֳנִיָּ ים בָּ ים חַיִּ 	לִהְיוֹת מִפְרָשִׂ to be live sails on my ship.50

In Wallach’s poem, the grammar of “sea, sky” evokes acts of mirroring and 
doubling that occur in nature (as in Tchernichovsky’s poem) but that are also acti-
vated by the speaker’s relation to this external reality. Concrete images fashion the 
poem’s extended body–ship metaphor, but the poem also indicates that these rela-
tions are a matter of perspective and imagination. At the end of the third stanza, 
with the help of a swarm of jellyfish that surrounds her head like “transparent 
garlands,” Wallach’s figure “[floats] like a sign that hints of return.” But a return to 
where? Wallach famously never travelled outside of Israel, but this poem depicts its 
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speaker and the world-space in which she is located as “open systems without fixed 
borders.”51 This allows for a relation to the world that is entirely fluid and leaves its 
return in a state of suspension: “Even those close to me won’t be able to ensnare 
me/ my ship will be described as one-of-a-kind.” 

Ho! ’s inclusion of the seafaring genre and its explorations of themes of home and 
homeland in Hebrew writing also aligns with the journal’s interest in Hebrew 
modernism and particularly the work of Goldberg. For Ho!’s writers, Goldberg has 
served as a paragon—the first issue even included a questionnaire that tested readers’ 
knowledge of Goldberg’s life and work52—not only because she was “perhaps the 
most outstanding of the classically oriented poets in modern Hebrew literature,” but 
also for the ways in which she approached and explored her place in Israeli literature 
and culture through a complicated cultural, linguistic, and historical prism.53 The 
translatability of the past was a continuous theme in Goldberg’s oeuvre, and one 
through which Goldberg often articulated her ambivalence toward the emerging 
national culture in Palestine, and later Israel. But translation and travel also develop 
in her work, as it does later for the Ho! writers, as thematic modes for articulating a 
complex relation between memory, language(s) and writing that broke down the 
binaries of past and present, Israel/Diaspora, and Hebrew/foreign languages, which 
shaped literary and national identity in Israel in the early to mid-twentieth century. 
Consider Goldberg’s poem “Tel Aviv 1935” where Goldberg reflects, from the 
vantage point of the 1960s, on the year of her immigration:

ים הָיוּ אָז	 תִּ גּוֹת הַבָּ רָנִים עַל גַּ 	הַתְּ The masts on the housetops then, were
	 ל קוֹלוּמְבּוּס תָרְנֵי סְפִינָתוֹ שֶׁ 	כְּ like the masts of Columbus’s ships, and
	 ם עָמַד עַל חֻדָּ כל עוֹרֵב שְׁ 	וְָ every raven that perched on their tips
	 ת אַחֶרֶת. שֶׁ ר יַבֶּ ׂ שֵּ 	בִּ announced a different continent.54

Drawing together a European history of exploration and discovery and traditional 
Jewish imagery, Goldberg enacts an apostrophic moment. In the Genesis account of 
Noah’s Ark (Genesis 6–9), the raven is sent out repeatedly (va-yetse yatso va-shov), 
leaving the question of arrival in suspension, as it is in Goldberg’s poem, where the 
raven on the rooftop simultaneously announces the settlement project and the persis-
tent memory of “a different continent.”55 Interweaving the local Zionist narrative of 
immigration and settlement with diasporic wandering complicates, even reverses, 
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the possibility of fixed points of departure and destination. Taken together, this 
landscape of houses that each claim their own, distinct horizon could even serve as a 
metaphor for a world literary model. As Manor pointed out in Ho! ’s first issue, trans-
lation is a creative act that makes present and possible (linguistic, historical, 
geographic) relations that are missing or dormant in a literary culture. And while 
Goldberg’s poem deals predominantly with the subject of immigration, its language 
and imagery of displacement also proposes a metapoetic reading. Like their inhabit-
ants, the houses are in a constant state of translation and mobility, but batim also 
refers to stanzas in Hebrew, and this detail, when combined with the poet’s reliance 
on synecdoche, calls attention to the practices of Modernist fragmentation and 
collage that shape the poem. Indeed, apostrophe and synecdoche open and close the 
poem, as we observe in its final lines: “. . . if you but turn your head / there’s your 
town’s church floating in the sea.” Readings of this poem have addressed the risks 
associated with nostalgia, the traumatic persistence of the (European) past on the 
present, “like a constant cloud cover,” as well as the speaker’s detachment from this 
event (it is “you” not “I” who witnesses this scene).56 But Goldberg’s turn to this 
iconic image of her childhood has an animating force, bringing into view what 
Culler has called “the apostrophic now,” not only to expose and highlight the 
constant traffic between past and present, but also to show how the idea of home 
remains unsettled in the Israeli context.57 In “Kakh ve-lo kakh” (This Not That), 
Goldberg’s adaptation of a children’s story by the Russian writer Korney Chukovsky, 
the protagonist Anat directs her father to draw her a picture of a house, the sea, and 
a boat. In her father’s drawing, the house floats on the sea and the boat sits on land. 
“Lo kakh!,” Anat says, not like that, but, in Goldberg’s “Tel Aviv 1935,” this reversal 
and dislocation of familiar tropes aptly represents the new immigrant order.58 

Ho!’s inclusion of a world literature (in translation) preoccupied with themes 
and tropes of travel and exile not only challenges the ways in which Israeli litera-
ture has privileged arrival and settlement but also inscribed Hebrew literature in a 
world context by underscoring relations between contemporary Israeli/Hebrew 
literature, the long tradition of Jewish and Hebrew diasporic writing about travel 
and exploration, and the European and classical legacy of seafaring literature. For 
example, Sivan Beskin’s poem “Monolog ha-sirena” (The Siren’s Monologue), 
which is included in Ho! ’s seafaring section, imagines what Odysseus heard as his 
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ship passed by the Sirens’ island, a scene vividly recounted in Book XII of Homer’s 
The Odyssey. And while Beskin draws from this classical source, the language of 
the poem advances more contemporary understandings of the dynamic of home 
and return in the Israeli context:

	 עֲוָה פַכְתָּ שַׁ בִיל מָה שָׁ שְׁ 	בִּ Why did you pour wax
	 זוּפִים? ְ חִים הַשּׁ לָּ 	לְאָזְנֵי הַמַּ into the ears of those sunburned sailors?
	 זִיפִים, ְ יתִים, לַשּׁ יעַ לַזֵּ גִּ 	עוֹד תַּ Soon enough you’ll reach the olives, the plums,
	 רָמִים, לָאֲדָמָה, לָאַהֲבָה. 	לַכְּ the vineyards, the earth, and love.

	 חְשׁשׁ! יעַ—אַל תַּ גִּ ךְ תַּ ךְ אוֹ כָּ 	כָּ One way or another you’ll get there—don’t worry!
	 	אִם יָצָאתָ מֵהַתּפֶֹת חַי... If you could get out of hell alive. . . 
	 סְמֹךְ עָלַי, 	בּוֹא אֵלַי, חוֹבֵל, תִּ Come to me, Captain, trust me,
	 ר לִנְטֹש יר הַכּלֹ: אֶפְשָׁ 	אֲנִי אַסְבִּ I’ll explain everything: you may abandon

	 ר לָשׁוּב יִת—אִי-אֶפְשָׁ 	אֶת הַבַּ your home—but you can’t go back
	 ב. אוֹתוֹ הַגּוּף, אוֹתוֹ הַלֵּ 	בְּ with the same body, the same heart. (ll. 5–14)

The enjambment that separates “abandon” and “home” recasts the phrase “you may 
abandon” as an invitation and possibility, which stands in contrast to the negative 
relation in which Beskin places “home” and “return” in the following line. As a 
result of this enjambment, home no longer inhabits a coherent syntactical unit and 
has become a dislocated fragment. The siren attempts to persuade Odysseus to let 
go of the desire to return home by calling attention to his own altered present 
state, thereby drawing a relation between home and body. Nevertheless, she offers 
him a solution, a way to go back:

	 אן. 	אָז בּוֹא אֵלַי. עֲצרֹ אֶת הַהַפְלָגָה—כָּ So come to me. End your sailing—here.
	 ךְ תּוּכַל לִמְנעֹ חֻרְבָן 	רַק כָּ This way alone can you prevent the ruin
	 עֲקֹר מֵהָאִי ךְ לאֹ תַּ ךָ, רַק כָּ ל נַפְשְׁ 	שֶׁ of your soul, only this way you won’t  
		    detach from the island
אִי,	 מַאֲמָץ עִלָּ חָה בְּ רֶֹשׁ שׁהִיא צִמְּ 	אֶת הַשּׁ the root she planted with such heroic effort,
	 קְעָה. הִיא תָּ תֵר הַחֲלוּדָה שֶׁ 	אֶת הַיָּ the rusted peg that she fastened.
	 ךְ תּוּכַל לָשׁוּב לְאִיתָקָה. 	רַק כָּ This way alone can you return to Ithaka.  
		  (ll. 49–54)
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Words like ta‘akor (to detach, uproot, deracinate) and tak‘a (to stick in, fasten) are 
loaded in the Israeli context, where in the context of Beskin’s poem, they conjure 
associations with narratives of exile and settlement.59 The stanza also alludes, in 
the phrase the “ruin of your soul” (ÿurban shel nafshekha), to the traumatic arrival of 
Jewish immigrants to the Yishuv/Israel, as recounted, for instance, in Yosef Ÿayim 
Brenner’s classic narratives of immigrant (nervous) breakdown. And yet, though 
the siren’s invitation to stay on her island would allow Odysseus to evade the reali-
ties of the present, and be destroyed by them, it comes at the price of narrative 
closure. Odysseus’s return, we know, will not be easy, and he will spend almost a 
third of the book convincing his old friends and family of his true identity, but his 
return also presents an opportunity to retell his story:

And great Odysseus told his wife of all the pains
he had dealt out to other men and all the hardships
he’d endured himself—his story first to last—
and she listened on, enchanted …
Sleep never sealed her eyes till all was told. (XXIII, ll. 349–353)60

The peg fastened on the wall, in the penultimate line of Beskin’s poem, refers to 
the peg holding Odysseus’s bow, an instrument only he can handle. The numerous 
comparisons that Homer’s text draws between the bow and the musician’s lyre 
(which also rests on a peg) suggest that return is necessary to reactivate the “rusted 
peg” of lyric possibility. Through her own retelling and revising of The Odyssey, 
Beskin explores tropes of home and return in the Israeli context through a more 
nuanced and comparative framework. Her poem acknowledges that the past is not 
a fixed point and that every turn to it must revise and rewrite it—the present and 
future of (Israeli) poetry rely on this. 

 Ariel Hirschfeld, a prominent Israeli literary scholar, was nevertheless not 
persuaded by the journal’s revision of modern Hebrew’s literary past and attributed 
to the journal a damaging aesthetics of anachronism. In a piece titled “Narkis 
ke-daÿlil” (Narcissus as Scarecrow), which appeared in Haaretz, Hirschfeld 
adamantly states that his objection to Ho! ’s agenda had more to do with the quality 
of its writing than with the journal’s neoformalist poetics, but also notes that the 
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least successful texts in the journal were those that adhered to classical prosodic 
conventions.61 For Hirschfeld, the problem with Ho! ’s rejection of Zach and the 
poets of the 1950s and 1960s is that it erroneously reads in Zach’s critique of the 
earlier generation (Goldberg, Alterman, Shlonsky) a decisive break from its forms 
and language, rather than a desire to bend and stretch existing forms in new direc-
tions and, in his words, “attune the Israeli ear to the rhythms and flows of spoken 
language.” If anything, he rightly noted, classical poetic conventions remained active 
well after Zach’s manifesto.62 Hirschfeld attributed to Ho! a “philistine” nostalgia for 
poets like Goldberg and Alterman which, in his view, disregards how these poets 
assumed positions of anachronism (both in their poetic material and forms) for 
ironic purposes, bringing “invigorating energy” to their work. That Ho! turns to 
these writers as paragons not only indicates to Hirschfeld that its contributors are out 
of step with their own time, but also reveals the extent to which their own work falls 
short of the “innovative” force of the earlier generation’s classicism. “The writers in 
this issue of Ho!,” Hirschfeld writes, “are mere anachronists, and anachronism, to 
quote Roland Barthes, is obscene (anakronizm hu zima).”63 By bringing Barthes into 
this discussion, Hirschfeld directs a blow against the Ho! project through the very 
literary traditions—Western European, French—that they (and Manor in particular 
as a translator of French literature) turn to as models (not to mention Barthes’s 
self-proclaimed “constant pessimism with regard to translation”).64 But the Barthes 
quotation also allows Hirschfeld to distinguish between the anachronism of 
Goldberg/Alterman and the “real” anachronism of the Ho! contributors. 

The line that Hirschfeld cites appears as follows in Barthes’s A Lover’s 
Discourse, under the heading “Love’s Obscenity”: 

Whatever is anachronistic is obscene [tout ce qui est anachronique est 
obscène]. As a (modern) divinity, History is repressive, History forbids us 
to be out of time. Of the past we tolerate only the ruin, the monument, 
kitsch, what is amusing: we reduce this past to no more than its signa-
ture. The lover’s sentiment is old-fashioned, but this antiquation cannot 
even be recuperated as a spectacle: love falls outside of interesting time; 
no historical, polemical meaning can be given to it; it is in this that it is 
obscene. 65



154  y  Adriana X. Jacobs

PROOFTEXTS 36: 1-2

A Lover’s Discourse is a collection of eighty textual fragments arranged alphabeti-
cally, through which Barthes attempts to perform and simulate “the lover’s 
discourse.” At the same time, it offers a meditation on the place and status of love 
and lovers in contemporary culture, and the currency of the language and narra-
tives of love in modern times. For Barthes “the lover’s sentiment” presents a histor-
ical problem and holds a “disruptive appeal” because it is unfashionable, clichéd, 
and unoriginal.66 One way to understand Barthes’s use of the obscene in this 
context is to dig back into its deeper etymology, to the Greek ob skene, off-stage, 
where acts that could not be made public—like certain acts of violence and sex—
were staged.67 Anachronism is obscene, in this respect, because it draws attention 
away from the stage of the present, from the events of the now. And while this 
understanding of anachronism accords with Ho! ’s apostrophic turn away from 
Israeli literature’s “present state of being,” Hirschfeld applies Barthes’s obscène, 
particularly its connotations of indecency (which the Hebrew translation zima 
underscores), towards a critique of the journal’s poor taste and predilection for 
kitsch. In his reading of anachronism, Hirschfeld elucidates a crucial distinction 
between contemporaneity and fashion, one that proposes a valuable reassessment 
of Hebrew modernism’s reliance on classical prosody and a way of understanding 
and problematizing its revival in Ho! Unfortunately, his evaluation of the journal’s 
content did not address any texts in any depth, which opened him, I would 
contend, to the exaggerated charge that he was allowing his personal tastes to get 
in the way of his critical judgment. 

In his equally scathing response to Hirschfeld, Manor reiterated his position 
that a return to classical forms and prosody, and a recentering of Goldberg and 
Alterman as paragons for contemporary Israeli literature, hardly constituted a 
rejection of heterogeneous and innovative Hebrew writing. On the contrary, he 
argued, Ho! ’s turn to the past activates the possibility of a diasporic, transnational, 
and multilingual writing in the present precisely because it is not bound to a 
nationalist ethos. Rejecting the politics and poetics of engaged literature, Ho! 
affirms the “relevance,” as Manor puts of it, of writing that “takes place outside of 
Israel’s borders or outside of an Israeli reality” altogether.68 Objecting to 
Hirschfeld’s charge of “real anachronism,” he nevertheless concedes: “we are all, 
whether we want to or not, children of our time.”69 Notably, the cover image of 
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Ho! ’s first issue was a sepia-toned photograph of a child leaning against a tree, 
looking outside of the frame. The photographer, Yoske Rabinowicz, was a member 
of Kibbutz Na‘an, where this photograph was taken sometime in the 1950s, and 
the photograph’s sepia tones lend it a nostalgic and archival quality. The child 
could be looking at something within the kibbutz or elsewhere, beyond its borders, 
but his/her position on the cover also directs our gaze into the pages of the journal, 
carrying with it the suggestion of a double position. The child’s gaze evokes the 
apostrophic turn toward and away from the national frame, a turn that Ho! was 
enacting in its first issue, and also asking its readers to perform, as part of a collab-
orative revision of a particular perspective on Israeli reality, and nostalgia for this 
reality, that the photograph represents.70 

This is a position that Ho! has revisited in subsequent covers, notably in issue 
#8, which reproduced a photograph of passengers on the MS St. Louis, a German 
ocean liner that set sail for Havana, Cuba in 1939 with 937 passengers, most of 
them Jewish refugees. In this image, two smiling passengers look out of an open 
window, anticipating an arrival that will not take place. Ho! ’s cover also advertised 
the inclusion of a middle section titled “The Pain of Two Homelands,” a line from 
one of Goldberg’s most famous poems, thereby calling attention not only to the 
ways in which this traumatic past continues to shape Israeli identity in the present, 
but also to the ways in which Hebrew poets, from Goldberg’s generation to the 
present day, have insisted on unsettling these relations.71 The tenth issue of Ho!, 
which appeared in 2014, displayed on its cover a black-and-white photograph of a 
U.S. naval officer playing his bugle into a megaphone. Taken at a U.S. training 
camp towards the end of World War I, this turn is an ironic nod to Ho! ’s first issue 
and its turning away from the Anglo-American modernist model. With this 
photograph, Ho! declares the apostrophic turn as a continued “wake-up call” to 
Israeli culture.72 

In Poetics, Aristotle draws a critical distinction between history and poetry: “the 
one says what has happened, the other the kind of thing that would happen.”73 This 
claim continues to illuminate the central role of poetry and its translation in Ho! ’s 
revision of modern Hebrew literature’s “diaspora-to-nation” teleology, a revision 
that has taken place in the very composition of Hebrew poems and translations 
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that encourage new (literary) relations across time, place, and language. Because 
poetry is not constrained to address what has happened, it becomes a site where 
history is continuously rewritten and even improvised, thereby implicating the 
very question of what constitutes the contemporary. This question is central to Ho! 
#12 (2016), dedicated entirely to (original and translated) poetry, the genre that 
provoked much of the polemic around their debut issue. Though poets frequently 
undertake a critical reimagining of the past through innovation and experimenta-
tion, Ho! ’s poetics of neo-formalism and translation also contends that the poetic 
forms and idioms of the past can be—even should be—reactivated and revised in 
order to propose new beginnings and points of departure for Hebrew literature. 
Ho! ’s emphasis on return via neoformalism and translation addresses various 
watershed moments in modern Hebrew literary history—from diaspora to nation, 
from classicism to free verse—but also creates its own generative fissures and 
possibilities. Combining the neoformalist turn with the retranslation of classic 
literary texts has allowed Ho! to redescribe the early twentieth century history of 
modern Hebrew literature, and in so doing advance a global and transnational 
Israeli contemporary literature in the present that it had imagined.
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