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THE Book Is “A MoDALITY OF OUR BEING”:
EMMANUEL LEVINAS READS TWO OF AGNON’S NOVELLAS

Taly Segal

In his book Noms Propres (1976), Emmanuel Levinas includes an essay on two of
S.Y. Agnon’s novellas. It is a short, dense and extremely intensive piece, and I aim
to shed light on one of the suggestive concepts he presented in his discussion of
books in Ethique et infini (1982): that the book is a modality of our being (/e livre
est une modalité de notre étre) and the potential ethical significance of reading
literary works.

Agnon’s writing, according to Levinas, is “pure poetry’”: images of being,
scripture tonality, prayer language, the indescribable past, are all encapsulated in
Agnon’s poetic language. A language that is realized or acted while being read.
Levinas highlights the way the author mixes biblical and rabbinical expressions
and forms within the modern Hebrew text without using apostrophes, in a dual
presence: in the Agnonic phrase and in the ancient text. It creates an intertemporal
space “between the present and what has never managed to reach the present”
(1976). Agnon’s work is a complex, multilayered temporal space that challenges
the normative, determinist, physical concept of time and, therefore, is potentially
ethically significant.

Ethics is realized by rejecting the being (étre), by striving to abandon the being
as a determinist fact and a final horizon. Levinas is harsh in phrasing this critical
idea: “Any culture that accepts the being, its tragic despair, and its justification of
crimes, should be defined as barbarian” (1935).

The ethical relation, Levinas argues, is time—the being of time, the doing
of time. “Our time is the breath of one human being toward another. Time is the
breath of spirit” (2005). Being in the fruitful time—made of past, present, and
future—allows us to “be for the other”, creating awareness, initiative, comfort,
and forgiveness; allowing us to be called and repent, bring justice, and save.

[Jerusalem Studies in Hebrew Literature, XXXIII (2025), pp. 143-164]
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