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Literary and social activist: Nora Gold

Award-winning Canadian
author discusses the
skyrocketing of antisemitism
since October 7

* ATARA BECK

rize-winning author Mora Gold has recently
released I8 fewish Sories Translated from 18

Languages (Cherry Orchard Books, 2023), an
anthology of Jewish lterature from around
the world. The first collection of translated
multilingual Jewish fiction In 23 years, it already has
recelved glowing reviews from Publishers Weekl and ~ NORA GOLD just released
renowned authors Cynthia Ozick and Dara Horn,  “18 lewish Storias
among others. Translated from 18
Gold, founding editor-in-chief of Jewish Fiction Languages.’ (¥sal Homan)
net, a free-of-Charge online journal that publish-
e5 International Jewish fiction, and founder and

coordinator of the Wonderful Women Writers Series
at Toronto Public Library {Deer Park branch), recetved
a Canadian Jewish Book Award for her first book,
Marrow and Other Stories (Warwick Publishing, 1994,
which was also shortlisted for the Danuta Gleed Liter-
ary Award.

A former professor of soclal work at the University
of Toronio, Gold, a native Montrealer, Is not only a
leading literary figure but also a soclal justice activist
and a fervent fonist. S5he and her husband live six
mionths a year In Jerusalem.

Her first mowvel, Figlds of Exile, won the 20015 Canadian
Jewish Literary Award for Best Novel. (The CJLA 13
different from the Canadian lewish Book Award)




Through the protagonist Judith, a lefi-wing Zionist
and soclal justice activist, the nowel focuses on the
virulent “new antisemitism™ on Morth American cam-
puses parading as antl-Zlonism, based largely on the
author's experiences.

Her second novel was the Internationally acclaimed
The Dead Mam (2016), published three years later In
Hebrew by Carmel Ha'Tsh Hamel) and launched at
the official residence In Tel Aviv of then-Canadian
ambassador to Israel Deborah Lyomns.

Following are excerpts of the Interylew.

How surprised are you by the unspeakable horrors
of October 77

I am not surprised at all. Prior to October 7, 1 was
already familiar with the depth and mtensity of the
antisemitism and antl-1sraelism in ourworld, iIncleding
In the academe and the soclal justice movement.
The fact that - unlike most of the progressive Jews |
know - 1 am not surprized by the most recent virulent
antisemitism does not mean that | do not find 1t ex-
tremely disturbing, especially given Its timing.

Many Jews are now experiencing secondary victim-
lzation, where the trauma of October 7 and its after
math are compounded by the antisemitic responses to
these events, such as the trivializing or delegitimizing
of the Initlal trauma, and even conveying the mes
sage that the trauma of 1,400 slaughtered Innocent
civillans was somehow these victims® own fault and
therefore deserved.

All this, along with the other manifestations of
antisemitism oocurring worldwide now, are vicious,
hideous, and horrify ing, but - sadly, perhaps - not at
all surprising to me. This 15 the world we live In at the
present. | hope It Improves.

OM OCTORER 2, just five days before the massacre,
renownied [sraell author, professor, and educator Al
Ice Shalvi - a close friend of Gold's - passed away two
weeks shy of her 97th birthday. Shalvi began her posk-
tiom as rector, acting president, and executive councll
chalr of the Schechter Instltute In Jerusalem at age 72,
while Gold, now 70, has her own plans. Both women,
talented writers, have been activists for basically the
SaMe Causes.

Can you tell us about your relationship with Shalwi
and how she may have influenced you?

Allce was one of my closest friends. We lowved each
other, and | am in deep mourning for her. We had a lot
in common. We shared a passion for what she called
her “triangle’ of primary commitments: Judalsm,
Fiomism, and feminism. We also both had a joint
background In literabure and soclal work, And we

spoke all of each other's languages: not only Zionism,

feminism, and Judaism, but also love of nature, music,
social justice, and literature.

Wewere also In the same place politically and 1deo-
logically, and we were both very actively Imvobred In
thie MNew [srael Fund - Alice In Israel, obvioushy, while [
was one of the founders and leaders In Canada. That's
how we orlginally met.

One thing that not many people know abouwt Alice Is
that she was a fiction writer, like me, so we shared that,
too. She wrote some wonderful stories. Maybe, with
her familys permission, at some point [ publish one
or more of them In Jewish Fiction .net, my literary
journal, or help assemble them In abook.

I know Alice had a huge influence on many people’s
Ives. . Shewas nevermy teacher or mentor, though. She
was my friend, and [ will miss her terribly. [ go to sl

because | don't know what else to dowith my grief, and
all around me people are standing and saying Kaddish,
and all 1 can do 15 sit there and quiethy cry...

But It does strike me how in Judalsm, all the Jewish
mourning rituals are designed only for family, as
though one can only be In real, deep mowrning If the
person who died is family. | think there really I1s a need
for a mourning riteal and a mourning structure for
when you lose a beloved friend.

You were a professor of social work and have re-
mained an activist, even after stepping down from
your position. Can you describe your activismT Omn
which issues?

My activism has been focused on two main areas:
fighting antli-Israelism and antisemitism; and fostering
democracy, civil righis, and social equallty In Israel.
Some people mistakenly see these as being opposites -
the first foous being malnsiream Right In perspective,

and the second belng malnstream/ Left, but 1 see them
as two sldes of the same coln.

Omn the first topdc, ['ve done academic research on
antk lsraelism and antisemitism, and [ trled for years
to get these phenomena acknowledged and taught -
alongside the other oppresslons that were taught In
schools of social work in Canada and the U5, as social
work Is my field.

1 alsowrote anovel about anti-Israglism on university
campuses: Fields of Exile, whichwas the first, and is still
the only, novel on this toplc. In this sense, my acth-
Ism and my wrlting came together in this book. When
1 finished writing Fialds of Exile, It took seven years to
find a publisher, and 1 thought back then that by the
time [ found one, the Issue that formed the core of the
book, antl-Israelism on campus, would no longer be



relevant. Unfortunately, a decade later, it still 1s.

I'm happy, though, that a group of Jewish social
work activists have recently picked upwhere | left off In
terms of trying o get antkIsraelism and antisemitism
addressed In soclal work. And [ am thrilled that they
will be using my movel Fields of Exileas a central resource
in this effort - by having actors enact scenes from the
novel to help educate both soclal work siedents and
professors about anti-Israelism and antisemitism.

Moving on to your newly published antholo-
gy, which includes stories written in different
countries and, originally, in different languages:
‘Was there one that especially moved you and from
which you feel you really learned something new?

[ lowe, and hawve learned from, all the storles in this
book. But one that comes to mind 15 “The Guest™ by
Varda Fiszbein, translated from Spanish by Andrea
G. Labinger. This is a story set at a Seder in 1940, and
it Is gorgeoushy written. There are all these beautiful
detalls about the dishes that are served and the way
the table Is set, and how everything sparkles, and great
descriptlons of the people there, including the grand-
father, who presides over the Seder like a king, with
great dignity. 50, there is this love of cur tradition and
the beauty of our rituals, practices, and hollidays.

And then something happens. | won't say anything
more than that because | dont want to ruin the story
for those who haven’t read it vet. But this story is a
painful and brilllant evocation of how our marvelows
religious tradition can also have devastating effects on
the lves of women and girls. And even though 1t's set
in the past, owver BD years ago, It has resounding rele-
wance today.

In fact, the anthology 1s another example of where
the literary and soclal activist In me come together
because when people misunderstand Jewish fiction
and think that It is wrltten only by English-speaking,
white, middle-class, rich people, that reinforces some
sterentypes about Jews... One of the purposes of the
book Is o help non-lews recognize the diversity of
Jewish literature — and related to this, the diversity of
Jews - themby counteraciing some of the antisemitic
SLErEOLy Pes.

MODERATING A panel at the Toronto
Intermational Fastival of Authors, called
“When Women Write." (Courtesy Mora Gold)

COLD WAS close fiends with respectad
aducator and fellow activist Alice Shalvi,

who passed away in early October.
{(¥onatan Simdel’ Flashan)

What are some of the future projects you're
planning?

My fifth book, In Sickness and In Health/Yom Kippur in
a Gym (two novellas), will come out on March 1, 2024. |
also have a Novella coming out in 2026, called Doubles.

The other project I'm working on relates to the lterary
journal that | founded and edit, Jewish Fictlon _net,
which in Its first 13 years has published 570 works of
fiction that were elither written in English or translated
inte English from 20 languages but mewver before
published in English.

Im fact, all the stories in my new book were
originally published In Jewish Fiction .met. This
jourmal 1s the only English-language journal in the
world, either print or onling, devoted exclusively to
publishing Jewish fiction, and we have readers In
140 countries.

In the coming year, we will be redesigning the
wehsite of Jewish Fictlon _net to make It more Interac-
tive, so that people will be able to use It as a cultuwral
and educational resource. For example, soon our
readers will be able to search for a spedfic type of story
- mayhbe a Hanukkah story or one about bat mitzvahs...
By the way, we have several dozen storles translated
from Hebrew.

Growing up, were you always interested in writing
or in social work? Wereyou an avid reader as a child
and a teenager? An idealist by nature?

Yes, [ was an avid reader; and even from a young age,
a writer. Even before | could “write” {in the sense of
holding a pen and forming letters on a page), | was do-
Ing what writers do: making up stories.

Atage three, I'd 51t on owr living room carpet listen-
Ing to “story records” - there were these thick, red or
yellow records for children w here someone told you a
story, like ThelLittle Engine That Conld - and when the
record finished, I'd keep sitting there and continue
the story from where it had left off. Sometimes, 1'd
recite my story aloud; other times, I'd just think It to
iy self

As for whiether [ was an idealist, | don't know, but |
wis alway s very troubled by amy suffering or Injustice 1
saw in the world, even as a child. And [ always believed
that the world could be better than it was and that |
had a responsibility to help bring this about. |
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