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Narrating Europe from the Outside: The Double Peripheral
Perspective in Abraham B. Yehoshua’s Novel Molcho

Judith Miiller, Ben Gurion University of the Negev (Beer Sheva)

Abstract

In recent months, two new video clips relating Israel and Europe could be found on the internet: one promoting a
shopping center in Tel Aviv and proclaiming that “Europe is here” and on the opposite a new pop song by Doron
Madali (lyrics and music) stating that “This is not Europe, here is Balagan [meaning chaos or confusion in
Hebrew]”. These simplifying and rather contrasting statements show how difficult and complex the “European
issue” is for the identity of Israelis, the Israeli society and its search for a place in the non-European Middle East.
In my paper I will exemplify this complexity based on the novel Molcho by Abraham B. Yehoshua. The reading
of Molcho’s voyages to Europe and his struggle with “European culture” in Israel will enable me to analyze
Molcho’s perception of Europe. The novel reflects tow diverging images that are common not only among
Israelis, but in the European discourse as well: the nostalgic image of an ideal 19" century Europe and the image
of destruction, decline and death that came over Europe during the two World Wars and the Holocaust. I will
argue that Europe is presented as a cultural space represented by classical music. This cultural space is not
limited to the geographical borders of the European continent; since Molcho’s ancestors did not come from
Europe he does not even fully belong to the European space within Israel and remains in some way or another a
double outsider. Thus I will call his perspective a double peripheral one.
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And this was my way of approaching reality: little by little I discovered the Sephardic element that I had
repressed a little and didn’t want to touch in my early writings. I discovered the Sephardic element in my own
identity and tried to use it as a way to penetrate through to my human soul and to the Jewish experience
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through my own biography.

The story about A.B. Yehoshua’s discovery of his own identity is very well known and he talked about it with
many interviewers always emphasizing that it was not only the fact that he grew up mainly with Ashkenazic
fellows that made him hide his Sephardic background, but a professional decision as well:* he deliberately did
not write about Sephardic topics because he knew it would be almost impossible to do so and get accepted to the
Israeli literary canon.” In other words, A.B. Yehoshua took a detour via European modernism. His earlier works
are therefore more abstract and highly influenced by writers like Franz Kafka. Only later, when he was already
an established author in the Israeli literary scene his style started to shift. According to Gilead Morahg this is not
so much a shift from symbolism to realism as was argued before, but rather from allegorical symbolism to
realistic symbolism. Morahg emphasizes the importance to reconsider earlier assumptions since “these works
remain well within the perimeters of symbolic discourse and are consistent with the general thematic matrix that
has informed Yehoshua's fiction from its outset.”* Moreover, Morahg argues that this shift is highly connected to
the expansion of topics in Yehoshua’s ceuvre and the fact that his characters become more complex and replace
their abstract counterparts we know from Yehoshua’s earlier writing.

These stylistic changes happen when he opens himself to Sephardic topics in his stories and novels as
well. After his father died, Yehoshua started writing a new novel, Mr. Mani (1990). But he stopped, began
working on Molcho (1987) and came back to Mr. Mani only after Molcho was finished. In Mr. Mani the reader
encounters the history of a Jewish family from Jerusalem in five dialogues that take place at different historical
crossroads. In other words, we discover five historic moments through the eyes of five generations of Mr. Manis.
Although Yehoshua detects in Molcho and Mr. Mani the experience of the Sephardic Jews as topic, this does not
mean, that he leaves Ashkenazic “issues” behind altogether. In fact, especially in Molcho it becomes clear that
the protagonist is familiar and personally bound to the Ashkenazic society he lives in. This helps A.B. Yehoshua
to create situations of confrontation that allow him to question and discuss the Ashkenazic supremacy in Israeli
culture but also to discover the Sephardic one through this experience. Furthermore, the publication of Molcho
opened a similar discussion among literary critics as well:

If the Mizrahi biography of Yehoshua was not considered at all in trying to explain his works before 1987, in
the discussion about Molcho the Mizrachi past of the author became at once the only explanation of his work
and apparently the only place where his writing occurs and derives from in these years.’



The novel opens with the last moments of the life of Molcho’s wife. She was the one who enabled her Sephardic
husband from Jerusalem to get his entrée billet to the Ashkenazic circle, or:

When the wife died, he lost ‘his identity’ that was not his identity from the beginning but the identity of his
wife that was forced on him: in love he accepted this coercion or for lack of other option — it makes no
difference — and he wanders the world to get himself back his masculinity through a female he will find in the
end.®

It is first and foremost their love to classical music and the close relationship to Molcho’s mother in law that
determine the European space Molcho and his wife live in. After his wife’s death he starts traveling through
Europe. His first trip leads him to Paris and to Berlin and a few months later he takes a flight to Vienna and
leaves for Berlin again. Between the first and the second visit Molcho’s perception of Europe and its cultural and
social spaces in Israel changes. He starts to distance himself from the Ashkenazic part of the society.

Until this very day the gap between the different ethnical groups in Israeli society is visible. Although
more and more people from Sephardic background get for example university degrees and the society as a whole
sees itself more and more as part of the Middle East, the Ashkenazim remain in some way the European elite of
Israel. Not only was Zionism a political movement rooting in Europe, its 19" century history and national
discourse but also the first settlers — although mostly not the central European Zionists but rather their Eastern
counterparts— came from Europe. It was their culture, heritage and thinking that formed the Yishuv’ and the
young state after its independence in 1948.

Zionism’s other was not only the local Arab population, but also the Oriental Jews, the Sephardim that
lived in Palestine for generations and especially the Mizrachim, the new immigrants from the Arab countries
that arrived in the 1950s.® The roots of this development reach again back to Europe and the Eurocentric
worldview as Joseph Massad claims and sums up:

It was by assuming a European ‘gentile’ or assimilated identity that Zionism could market its colonial
endeavor as one of spreading European gentile culture with European Jews as its carriers. In so doing, it
engaged in a self-othering project that transformed European Jewish identity in ways never thought possible.
Views that used to be attributed to assimilated German Jews about East European Jews and their ‘backward’
culture were now used against ‘Europe’s others’ in general, whether Jewish or gentile.’

The relationship between Israel and Europe and therefore the representation of Europe in Israeli literature is a
rather complex one: Not only has the Zionist movement its roots in Europe, also the first steps of modern
Hebrew literature have been taken there and therefore the literature was highly influenced by European
modernism. Moreover, many Israelis have family roots there and personal memories that are connected to the
old continent. There are two contrasting images that form the literary discourse on Europe: the idealized one of a
Europe with high cultural values and on the opposite the one of destruction, the Europe of the two world wars
and the Holocaust. And after all, Europe is needed as scale and counterbalance in the search for Israel’s place
and identity in the Middle East or so to say, the Orient.

In this article I want to exemplify this complexity based on A.B. Yehoshua’s novel. A close reading of
Molcho’s voyages to Europe and his struggle with “European culture” in Israel will enable me to analyze
Molcho’s perception of Europe and the problematic concept of an idealized Europe. I will therefore argue that
Europe is presented as a cultural space — in this case represented by classical music. This cultural space is not
limited to the geographical borders of the European continent, but even in Israel Molcho is, as Sephardi, looking
at European spaces from a peripheral point of view. Thus I will call his perspective a double peripheral one.

Periphery is defined as the non-center and it surrounds the center, but not necessarily in a geographical sense.
According to the sociologist Edward Shils every society has a center that is characterized by its central value
system and its more or less conform acceptance of an authority,'’ but: “As we move from the center of society,
the center in which authority is possessed, to the hinterland or the periphery, over which authority is exercised,
attachment to the central value system becomes attenuated.”'' Of course this model can be transferred to a trans-
societal level as well where the central value system or any other system, like for example a central cultural
system of one society seems more accepted, more central or more universal than another. Obviously one
problem with a central value system is that it often is presented as the only acceptable one.

In order not to devaluate certain systems, societies, cultures, we need to consider the possibility that their
differences are valuable and make them unique. These and similar problems are discussed within a global
context by the theorists of postcolonial studies who try to break with the colonial point of view but also show
how this perspective has still an impact on how we see different cultures, societies, states etc. or how we define
East and West, Orient and Occident. In his central essay collection , The Location of Culture, Homi K. Bhabha
examines in various articles culture in a postcolonial and globalized world.'? He emphasizes the importance of
contact between cultures, the central role of ambivalence for its productivity and its hybrid character. We should
keep the plurality and hybridity in mind when we now go back to the center-periphery scheme assuming that



there is not only one center with one periphery, but several equally valuable ones and that they can change places
depending on the different cultures; meaning the periphery can be the center when we change perspective.

This thought allows me to chose the scheme of center and periphery despite all the mentioned problems,
because it resembles at least in some parts the perspective Molcho has, both on European-Ashkenazic culture in
Israel and on Europe itself and we will see how this perspective changes through the plot. In addition it
resembles the struggle Israel is still in, as Yotam Hotam argues. According to him Israel remains in the cultural
perimeter of Europe and therefore is still a foreign object in the Middle East. He continues and argues:

The call to establish an Israeli culture that looks to the East and not to the West is based on Europe related
perimetrial thinking. To this end the negation of Eurocentricism by the Israeli society would not be possible
without the Eurocentric basis of the critic itself. Hence: One can have the opinion, that it is desirable to come
off the European center and to settle outside of his horizon on the way to the construction of a new Israeli
society, but this is exactly why it is a misconception to believe in that."

On basis, the overall impression is that our starting point is the assumption that Israel is the periphery and
Europe the center, Israel differs from Europe but at the same time relates itself to it and in the same way Molcho
is connected to the Ashkenazic society in Israel. I would like to emphasize at this point that I do not define Israel
or the Sephardim as peripheral, they only become peripheral at the moment when Europe or the Ashkenazim are
seen as the higher one, as the central value system one can be oriented towards. Hence Molcho’s view is
described as peripheral because he is looking up to Europe and to Ashkenazic culture in Israel. To a certain
extent he puts himself at the periphery.

Molcho, as well as A.B. Yehoshua himself, comes from a family that lived in Jerusalem for generations."*
From time to time Molcho comes back to Jerusalem to visit his mother, but the center of his life is in Haifa
where he lived with his wife and still lives with their three children. Like in many Israeli novels, in Molcho
Europe is described on the one hand as an idealized cultural world, in this case represented by classical music
and is on the other hand associated with the brutal end of the dream that this ideal could become reality, the
Holocaust. Throughout the years of their marriage Molcho and his wife loved to listen to classical music, they
were frequent visitors of the auditorium in Haifa and when Molcho’s wife is dying after a long disease they try
to find comfort in the sound of a Mahler symphony.

The ideal European place for Molcho is Paris, a city he visited a few times with his wife. After she died
Molcho visits her cousin in the French capital; he loves to hear the fine melody of the French language, a
reminder of bygone times when French was the lingua franca of Europe and brought with it a certain nobleness.
Since Molcho visited Paris before, he knows the city, is not a complete stranger and stays at a home-like place:

[...] they dropped him off as well, to stray under a grey sky in the latin quarter, on the open boulevards, at
places he knew and loved from the previous voyages, and when they opened the big stores he went from floor
to floor to check prices and collect first ideas for presents he would have to bring his children.'?

As we can see here he nevertheless is a tourist, not only because he buys souvenirs but even more so when he
takes an organized bus trip to Versailles. Paris is the European metropolis he compares other cities to and he is
only satisfied with Vienna when he sees the seafood market that is just like in Paris (293) since “Vienna is only
known as some kind of imitation of Paris, and he could get to Paris itself. And therefore the processes need to be
shortened as much as possible.”'® Of course Molcho’s picture of Paris is euphemistic and his last quoted
thoughts came up only a short time after his arrival in Vienna. Moreover, the only thing he discovered so far
about Vienna is that the window view from his hotel room is towards little streets and facing a monotone
building instead of the boulevard. Paris resembles the Europe of the 19" century a time when European culture
and especially the assimilation of Jews in this culture was on the way to its peak. It is a picture of Europe we still
try to believe in and many tourists get to see but it is rather one in the European museum of nostalgia than
reality.

After Molcho visits Paris he does not fly back to Israel directly but travels to Berlin; it is the first time he
visits Germany because his wife never wanted to go back to the place where she was born but had to flee from as
a child. Since it is a package tour for opera lovers they play Wagner on the plane, music Molcho probably never
heard before since Wagner was an anti-Semite and Adolf Hitler’s preferred composer and therefore his music
has been banned from Israeli stages:

[...] stormy music was heard in the plane, and all the people sitting next to him recognized it immediately,
Wagner, there were cries and they began to discuss the identification of the piece itself, and someone in the
front [...] got up and began singing with enthusiasm and everyone clapped and laughed. [...] A frightening
feeling of freedom began to flood in Molcho, as if only now the death of his wife became finite and absolute.
The plane began to struggle in some wind, and the Wagnerian music tailed off [...]. In the end they came off
the clouds and the staggering stopped, and now they floated over a flat and brown land, passing fields and
village houses and Molcho was surprised to look also at many cemeteries scattered underneath him."”



The cemeteries that are embedded in the beautiful and romantic landscape of Europe, especially in combination
with the music by Wagner, are a first sign of death in Europe, or more precisely the Holocaust. Nevertheless it is,
compared to his second voyage to Berlin, not such an important and central issue. Yehoshua himself explains
Molcho’s need to travel to Berlin as follows:

‘Well,” he said, ‘he loved his wife to such an extent that he wanted also to heal her wounds, the source of her
cancer, that came in Germany. So he returns to the city of her birth and tries metaphorically to return her to
the place from which she was brutally thrown away.”'®

And only at the moment, when Molcho visits the wall at the Brandenburg Gate after he saw the house where his
wife was born, we understand how much her personal history becomes part of his own and the wall he was so
fascinated by turns into a scar:

The famous Brandenburg Gate was not far at all, actually it is the end of that boulevard. And only a little
while later and he already found himself next to it, looking at the wall and the watchtowers that were up close
too. He already saw them last winter from the Western side and he liked them very much. Also at this
moment his attitude to them did not change and the black Reichstag building protruding from the other side
seemed to fit well in this ensemble of overcome terror. This cut, that breaks the German people into two,
pleased him very much. An ugly scar that would remain in pedantry to remind even in a hundred years
tourists like him what is asked to be forgotten.'

Although Molcho does not stop to like Berlin, the city does not at all represent the idealized and classical
Europe: Molcho cannot enjoy the modern opera he sees there and he is surprised by the casual dress code (92-
95), moreover the city seems strange, foreign and to be located in the center of Eastern Europe (97).

After Molcho comes back from his voyage to Paris and Berlin the places are mostly considered as one:
Europe. But he starts to distance himself from it, in other words he stops listening to classical music. In a certain
way this process starts right after his wife died when he goes to the auditorium he visited with her frequently but
cannot get himself to take his seat inside the hall and rather stays outside, listening to a cello concerto by
Dvorak, Mahler’s 5" symphony and something modern he cannot identify (36-37). The auditorium is one of the
“European spaces” inside Israel that characterized the couple’s life, or to put it another way: a little heterotopia
that contains the idealized image of a cultural Europe discussed above.”

Another European space inside Israel is the apartment of his colleague he later travels to Berlin with.
Molcho is invited for an evening with her family and he is intrigued by their discussion about orchestras,
conductors and choirs in Europe and especially Germany (68). Although he entered the Ashkenazic society he
commits that Europe is still foreign “to us” meaning the Sephardic Jews (68). And even though he emphasizes
that he has been in Paris several times he after all states that “I am Asian™*'. A few months later he is visiting a
concert with another woman he tries to get to know, but they already leave during the break. It is the period
when he already stopped listening to classical music and it becomes clear that he does not feel connected to it
anymore (226-231). All he remembers is that they played music by Bach, but not even the real one, rather Carl
Philipp Emmanuel (233).

One more such space is the elderly home where Molcho’s mother in law lives. Although they are so
different, he and his mother in law seem to be close, or more precisely he admires her Yekkishness and is
attracted by all the old German Jews living in her elderly home (34-35). Even after years of marriage and living
with his in Germany born wife the culture of these old people remains foreign to him, but he pays them a lot of
respect and states that it is probably easier to become Christian or Moslem than to become a Yekke (p. 52).
Molcho keeps visiting her after his wife’s death and invites her to the traditional Shabbat dinner with his children
whereas his own mother lives in Jerusalem and does not take part in their family life. When Molcho is slowly
cutting of his bonds with the European Jews in Israel and re-experiencing his own Oriental identity his mother in
law remains his last connection to his former life with his wife and only after she dies he finally realizes that he
is really a “son of this place,”* meaning the Middle East. After her death and his last visit to Berlin where he
tried to close the open wound of his wife, he does not need to maintain his relationship with Europe or any
European space in Israel anymore.

To conclude: In this paper I have tried to show how Europe and European culture in Israel are admired by the
protagonist of Abraham B. Yehoshua’s novel Molcho as the cultural center he is drawn to. Although he is
married to an Ashkenazic woman he remains at the periphery since he is “Asian”. After her death he first tries to
remain in “Europe” but finally begins to leave it behind, the fact that he went to Berlin to heal his wife’s wound
and that his mother in law dies after he comes back help him to cut the last bond. Molcho returns to his
Sephardic identity but this does not at all mean that he moves back to the periphery, he rather is reminded of the
center of his own identity which is not less important or valuable, it is simply different and less Eurocentric.
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