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IN MEMORIAM

HAYA BAR-ITZHAK
(17. 8. 1946-26. 10. 2020)

Haya Bar-Itzhak, Ljubljana, June 16, 2010

Haya Bar-Itzhak, Israeli folklorist and long-time professor at the University of Haifa, was
born in Berlin as Alta Goldman to Menucha (Manya) Pundik and Yosef Goldman. Her
father, whose first wife and a son perished in the Holocaust, was conscripted and served
in the Polish Army and then in the Red Army. In 1956, after Wladyslaw Gomultka came
to power, the family immigrated from Poland to Israel. At that time, Haya was 10 and
already a devoted reader of Adam Mickiewicz’s Pan Tadeusz. She received her bachelor’s
and master’s degrees from the University of Haifa and finished her PhD in 1987 at Hebrew
University of Jerusalem with a dissertation on “The ‘Saints’ Legend’ as a Genre in Jewish
Folk Literature”, under the supervision of Professor Dov Noy. Starting in 1992, Bar-Itzhak
served with several intervals as chair of the Department of Hebrew and Comparative
Literature and permanent Head of Folklore Studies at the University of Haifa, Israel,
until her retirement. Since 1994, she also served as academic head of the Israel Folktale
Archives (IFA), where she focused her research on the comparative computerized study of
the folk narrative and made great effort to computerize all the IFA tales. Haya Bar-Izhak
researched the folklore of Jews from various countries, including Morocco and Yemen
and not just folklore from Eastern Europe. She was the editor of the first Encyclopedia of
Jewish Folklore and Traditions in two volumes (London, England: M.E. Sharpe, 2013).
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However, for Slavic folklorists, it is her research on East European Jewish folklore
and folklore studies that is of utmost importance. Bar-Itzhak showed alternative Jewish
perception of Polish geography and history. The geography of Poland becomes the
geography of the Jewish imagination and its landscape the landscapes of Jewish desire,
for example, trees with the leaves from the Gemara prescribing Po-Lin (“Poland”; in
Hebrew “lodge here”). The alternative Jewish history of Poland accentuates the Jewish
wife/mistress of King Casimir and the alleged Jewish upbringing of King Jan Sobieski.
The perception of Israeli space in the stories of immigration told by the Polish Jews
also acquires poetic reconstruction — from alienated and inhabited by monsters to do-
mesticated and loved. Haya Bar-Itzhak contributed to the research on Jewish women as
cultural heroes and practically completed her last manuscript on female narratives from
Eastern Europe. Among her honours is being selected as an International Fellow of the
American Folklore Society, the Lerner Foundation for Yiddish Culture Award, and the
National Jewish Book Award. We extend deepest condolences to Prof. Bar-Itzhak’s
family, colleagues, and students.
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