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Foreword by

The Iranian Jewish Cultural Organization of California

“One who lives by love shall never die...”

Thus, Prof. Amnon Netzer ended his speech on September 17th, 1984, at an 1JCO-
sponsored ceremony in honor of Morteza Ney-Davood, the famed Iranian Jewish master
of Persian Classical music. And what a fitting description it was of Amnon himself! His
love of history, of humanity and of the beauties of life was unparalleled. It was a love that
thousands and perhaps millions are bound to receive its repercussions, directly or
indirectly, due to the widespread influence of his research. His academic and cultural

impact is so great that his name undoubtedly will continue to live on for ages to come.

Prof. Netzer had first collaborated with IJCO on the April 22, 1984 ceremony in
honor of the renowned Iranian Jewish historian, Dr. Habib Levy. Our bonding with him
grew ever stronger over the next two decades as he helped our organization in realizing
its humanitarian and cultural endeavors. Our immense sense of debt and gratitude toward
him compelled us to take a small step in preserving and promoting his name and memory.
We are certain that our community will support us in realizing the continuation of his line

of research and the publication of his yet unpublished works.

For this collection, we asked several prominent figures, each of whom had been
privileged to have known Amnon, the scholar and the man, through a unique personal or
professional relationship. We are proud to say that the result has been an overwhelmingly
touching, informative and inspiring album of memoires, appreciations and tributes for a
man that succeeded to achieve modesty at the pinnacle of greatness. We also included
two rather rare recordings of his voice, as nothing could have better served his memory

than the kind waves of his wisdom.

A few years into his collaborations with IJCO, on August 26" 1990, Prof. Netzer

addressed an audience, who this time had gathered to commemorate the recent passing of

Maestro Morteza Nay-Davood, with the following words:




“...If we have any true capital, it’s not our bank savings, but our cultural treasures.
These are the true capitals. These are what will remain forever. When speaking of a
people, the future generations will not speak of the number of their buildings or the bank
savings, but their poets, artists, musicians and scientists. After someone dies, he’s not
remembered for his wealth, but for his cultural substance, the good he did for others, and
how he managed to serve humanity. One’s value is not in what he 4as. One’s value is in

what he knows...”

With these words, he summed up unequivocally what is upon each of us as members
of our society. To that end, we have set it a priority to ensure that his line of research will

continue, and that it will come to fruition after his death.

We thank our contributing writers for their heartfelt essays and memoirs, some of
which were written exclusively for this collection; Dr. Nahid Pirnazar for contributing
two of her own essays, as well as facilitating our job of collecting several pieces of
material and for allowing us to reproduce the Amnon Netzer portrait on the cover; and
Mr. Payman Akhlaghi for adaptations, translations and the design of this booklet with

loving care.

More than a colleague, Amnon Netzer was a friend to us, and before he was a famed

scholar, he was a great man. We humbly dedicate this booklet in honor of volumes he

wrote in love of truth, in defending the innocence of his people, in depicting their

centuries long sufferings, and in hoping to restore their pride and dignity.

George Haroonian
Board of Directors, IJCO

Los Angeles, January 2009




Editor’s Note

It’s a summer evening of 1992. A small group of community elders have gathered
around a table to organize a ceremony in honor of one of the prominent Hachamim of the
Iranian Jewish community. A young and inexperienced musician is also present. A few
minutes into the discussion, one of the guests kindly smiles at the musician and gently
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warns, “please be mindful not to play anything in the Isfahan...”, which is a Persian
musical mode. Then, breaking the perplexed silence that follows, he explains innocently,
with a tinge of shyness “...because the Rev. Hacham is from Kashan.” The subtlety of
the humor speaks volumes of the man’s social tact, his musical knowledge, and his actue
understanding of cultural nuances of the Iranian Jewish community. Everyone begins to

laugh.

He is Amnon Netzer, the once pilot of the Israeli Air Force; the world’s foremost
authority on Iranian Jewish history, who is now considered the first to have established
the methodological foundations for its study; one of the most revered and active figures
in Iranian Studies worldwide; the distinguished professor at Hebrew University; advisor
to the Israeli government in Judaism and Jewish affairs worldwide; the author of volumes
of books and hundreds of scientific articles; violinist with a passion for Persian Classical

music. Yet, despite his legendary fame, he feels genuinely modest...

It’s spring evening of 2005. The first “Anthology of Modern Israeli Literature”,

selected and translated to Persian by Kamran Haimian has just been published in

Los Angeles, to which Professor Netzer has kindly written an introduction. He has just

turned seventy, and he’s naturally more mindful of his time. But the cultural significance
of this little book has not slipped his caring attention, and to everyone’s surprise, he has
accepted to speak in this regard at Kanoon Sokhan. He’s young in spirit and his face
belies his age. He seems to believe in the new generation. For his time and efforts he only
receives two words — “thank you.” It’s as if it had been a duty for this hard-core historian
to shed some light on the Israeli fiction and literature within the Persian society. At this

time, no one but his closest colleagues know that he has refrained from publishing his




own works of fiction, out of modesty, or perhaps out of concern that they might create a

distraction from his scholarly output...

His death in 2008 was a sudden blow to the Iranian Jewish culture worldwide.
Durring more than 40 years of dedicated research, he had succeeded in unearthing a
major portion of the intellectual, cultural, literary and historical achievements of Iranian
Jewry from the oblivion of history, as well as illuminating centuries of torments and
sufferings which they had endured. Through his words and research, he restored the
dignity and pride of Iranian Jews amongst the international Jewish communities.

We have tried to portray him through the eyes of those who knew him up close and
personal, his colleagues, students and friends. In this regard, we allowed repetition as
corroboration of the truth. For the sake of cohesion, all entries have gone through degrees
of editorial modifications, but with an utmost care in preserving their content and tone.
An attempt was made to reflect all entries in both Persian and English. Our ultimate goal
was to pay our debt and gratitude to a great man who touched lives as he lived, and our
hope is that his yet unpublished works will some day reach their deserved audience. To
better serve his memory, we have also attached to this booklet two audio files of his
speeches.

But perhaps above all, this “memorial book” reminds us of the beauty of
righteousness at the heart of the material world, since as multifaceted as he was, his

aspects seem to share in a common trait — his uncompromising honesty, his moral

ingenuity. At the end, one finds himself in amazement, left with one simple thought:

Amnon Netzer was a good man...

February 2008, Los Angeles




Rabbi David Shofet

A Bright Star in Our Sky

In the modern history of the Iranian Jewish people, a star shone so brightly, and
he went out too soon. Dr. Amnon Netzer was a scholar and a historian, who felt an
immense personal responsibility toward the ancient and modern history of his people in
Iran. He wished to discover what had gone on to them throughout ages in the vastness of
that country, and to write the facts of history based on credible documents and evidence,

which withstood the highest academic standards of historical research.

Writing chronicles had indeed been an interwoven part of the cultural fabric of
Jewish societies, wherever they lived or were allowed to live. In this regard, the texts of
the tanach, The Jewish Bible, were a principle model, since the larger part of its twenty-
four books concerned a retelling of historical events, as well as moral and philosophical
lessons drawn from those narratives. In Europe, at the beginning of the nineteenth
century, studies of Jewish history began at universities and at the Jewish institutions for
higher education. Heinrich Graetz, the famed Jewish historian, wrote the first
comprehensive history of Jewish people, and yet neither he nor his followers, all of
whom European Jewish scholars, wrote anything substantial or noteworthy on the history

of Iranian Jewry.

Dr. Amnon Netzer should rightly be considered the first scholar ever who
dedicated his entire adult life indefatigably to establishing the foundations of a scientific
historiography of Iranian Jewry. He well knew that to begin his monumental task, he had

to first acquire first-hand historical sources, which mainly consisted of what had survived

(*) Rabbi David Shofet is the chief rabbi of the Iranian Jewish community of Los Angeles. This English
text is an adaptation of the original in Persian, written exclusively for this memorial booklet.
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from the writings of the Iranian Jews, as well as those reports written about them by non-
Jewish historians, travelers and foreign envoys. To this end, he searched and researched
all major libraries and archives in Iran and around the world, and he also collected as
much as possible of the Persian Jewish historical manuscripts on all subjects, from

religious texts to poetry and literature, history, mysticism and philosophy.

I met Dr. Netzer in Iran, Israel and the United States. Our strong friendship began
when he first returned to Iran and visited my father, the late Hacham Yedidiah Shofet.
My father welcomed him to study the manuscripts of his library. Given their mutual
interest in the Judeo-Persian literature and history, they could spend hours sharing their
knowledge and ideas on the subject. Among the volumes of Hacham Yedidia Shofet’s
library, Dr. Netzer found one of the three manuscripts of the philosophical book “Hovot
Yehuda”, written by Rabbi Yehuda ben El’azar. Dr. Netzer would later prepare a
scholarly edition of this book, with an introduction, translation, commentary and a list of
resources, which was eventually published by the Ben Zvi institute of Jerusalem in 5755
H.C. (1995 C.E.).

Our friendship continued in the following years, and in 1983, I invited him to stay

with us in Los Angeles. That short visit led to two lectures presented by him on the 7

and 15™ of April, 1983, at our Persian congregation, which at the time convened at a hall

at the “Beth Jacob Synagogue”. The first speech was about “Political Changes in the
Middle-East Over the Last Decade, and the Arab, Israeli and Iranian Relations™; the
second was about “The Contemporary History of Iranian Jews in Relation to the Islamic

Republic.” This trip had some major positive results for our community.

Dr. Netzer’s future visits to Los Angeles, his elucidations of Iranian Jewish
history and the descriptions of his ongoing research, expanded our community’s
knowledge of the subject, and it aroused an enthusiasm toward further education in this
field. Thus, it was most unfortunate that his life didn’t last enough to let him put the fruit
of his decades-long research into an organized, comprehensive scientific publication. I
further regret that we, the community and his friends, didn’t appreciate enough the value

of this priceless gem, and that we didn’t seek enough of his God-given and acquired gifts.




One of the most evident characteristics of Prof. Amnon Netzer was that in
discussing any subject, whether in writing, in debates or in conversations, he would
follow the rule of intellect, logic and reasoning. He would analyze everything with a
critical view. He was never prejudiced by the financial or academic standing of an
individual, but instead, he had only facts and truths on his mind. Still, behind his “cold
logic” beat a warm and compassionate heart. Often, he helped out students in dire

financial needs out of his own limited salary, himself leading a simple, humble life.

In our friendly meetings, I was surprised to learn about his vast knowledge of

Persian poetry, his skillful playing of violin, and his knowledge of the Persian traditional

music system known as radif. Although not an observant of religious rituals, he was

faithful to the Jewish way. Every year, he studied the twenty-four books of the Torah, and

all along, he respected religious people of all groups.

He was a discreet man, and despite his knowledge of the illness for years, he kept
it hidden even from his closest friends. When they found out about it, they did all they
could, but the treatments led to no avail. His will, written on a white piece of paper, read:
“I want to be buried next to my mother’s grave in Israel, and my gravestone should only

read ‘Amnon Netzer’.” This is itself a reflection of the infinite modesty of this great

scholar.

As a Talmudic aphorism says, “alas, such people leave us, and the likes of them

are nowhere to be found again.”

Salutes and gratitude to his soul and his memory.

Los Angeles, Tevet 5769, January 2009




Rabbi Yedidya Ezrahian

In Memory of the True Son of Iranian Jewry

,LUOP77 M 1A o ownm”
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“The erudite ones shall shine as the light of the
sky, And those who lead people to righteousness,
shall glow like the stars, forever.” (Daniel, 12:3)

Prof. Amnon Netzer was a star of a scholar, whose knowledge illuminated the world,
and whose warmth gave a new life to the history of Iranian Jewish people. I first met him
in 1973, when he had returned to Iran to speak at Tehran University about Iranian history
and its ancient languages, besides a brief discussion of Iranian Jewish history. Over the
following three decades, I often met with him in Israel and New York, always learning
from his vast knowledge.

He spoke twice at our New York congregation, once relating the perplexing question
of the Holocaust to the week’s reading portion of the Torah, Parashat Nitzavim, saying
that he had just found the answer in this parashah, and it was the concept of 0°15 n1non,

“God hiding his face.”, i.e. “God ignoring the Jewish people.”

Prof. Netzer wrote hundreds of research papers and thousands of other historical
articles, and he had them published in different languages, or he donated them to libraries
and the media for the global Persian society. He would also read my books and would ask
me to have a second copy donated to the library of Hebrew University of Jerusalem. He
spent decades in libraries and dusty archives of synagogues, churches, museums and

personal collections all over the world, looking through old books and religious

(*) Rabbi Yedidya Ezrahian is the chief rabbi of the Iranian Jewish community of New York. The present
text is a summary adaptation of an original essay by him in memory of Prof. Amnon Netzer, first published
in 2008 in Shofar of New York, concerning Netzer’s important work, Hovot Yehuda.
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manuscripts, not leaving out a single valuable scrap of paper. He was searching for the
lost history of the Iranian Jews and the writings of the wise members of this community,
and he wanted to bring to light its great figures from the oblivion of history. He found

everything he could, and he took thousands of notes.

Netzer’s groundbreaking discovery and his study of the life and works of a
seventeenth century Iranian Jewish scholar, Rabbi Yehuda ben El’azar Kashi, would have
been sufficient to immortalize his name; and yet, this was only one among hundreds of
the fruits of his research. The result was Hovot Yehuda, or “The Duties of Juda”, a
scholarly edition of Rabbi Yehuda’s surviving manuscripts, published in 1995 by the Ben
Zvi institute of Jerusalem, with Netzer’s translation, introduction and commentaries.
Here, a summary of this study can shed some light on the importance of Amnon Netzer’s

contribution to our culture and history.

Prof. Netzer wrote that since his first encounter with the book, he had known of the
significance of its sophisticated content, one of the most difficult of all Judeo-Persian

manuscripts. Its writer, Rabbi Yehuda ben El’azar, a practitioner of medicine by

profession, had spoken on almost all of the intellectual disciplines of his time. A thorough

understanding of his work required a working knowledge of then, seven scientific
disciplines, and a study of the work led to the opening of new doors on knowledge, and to

an understanding of Torah in the broad sense of the word.

From Amnon Netzer’s work, it appears that Rabbi Yehuda was possibly the greatest
known scholar of the Iranian Jewish history. He resembled Maimonides in that he wanted
to gain a rational understanding of religious doctrines. He had a detailed knowledge of
Torah, philosophy and natural sciences, and he was widely aware of the works of his
contemporaries. On a larger scale, it became known that the contemporary Jews of
Isfahan, another major Iranian city, had a tradition of philosophical debates, and that

every member of their community studied tanach, i.e. The Jewish Bible.

While Rabbi Yehuda revealed little directly about himself, Prof. Netzer’s extensive
research succeeded in unearthing much about Yehuda’s life and the historical context in
which he lived. For instance, it became known that his father EI’azar was a rabbi that had

been compelled under torture and public threat by the local government to convert to
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Islam, along with other Jews of Kashan, a painful order that would be reversed a few
years later through the mediations of a Muslim sufi intellectual. His life also coincided
with the saga of Shabetai Sevy, also known as “the fake Messiah”, which had negative
consequences for the Jews of Iran, who were living in a Muslim society. Rabbi Yehuda,
having personally sensed the danger that lied ahead of Jews, reacted against this affair
with determination. On another note, he also complained of the discrimination against
Jewish professionals within the Iranian society, and he also criticized Jewish rabbis for
evading philosophical contemplations on the Torah.

Hovot Yehuda is one of the most important of all surviving Judeo-Persian
manuscripts, written in a combination of Persian, Aramic, Hebrew and Arabic words,
quoting on occasion verses from classical Persian poetry. It became clear that Rabbi
Yehuda had studied the Arabic text of 4 Guide for the Perplexed, Mamimonides’ major
philosophical work, and his thinking style was very similar to that philosopher. But his
references included a much wider array of sources, from fanach, midrash and Zohar to
the works of Rabbi Yehuda Halevi, Rabbi David of Sirion, besides Al-Farabi,
Nassireddin Tousi, Plato and Aristotle, Avicena, Ibn al-Roshd and Qazzali, and the
Qoran. Netzer’s study suggested that the core of Rabbi Yehuda’s teachings included
some of the core philosophical and idelogical issues of Judaism, such as its credo, God
and our knowledge of Him, Torah and its scientific, philosophical, social, medical and
economic importance, etc.

With his discovery and his thorough introduction of this work to the world, Prof.

Netzer rejuvenated the long subdued dignity of the Iranian Jewish community and its

pride in its intellectual history, particularly among the world Jewry. And again I
emphasize that this work was only one of hundreds of other worthy research projects that
Prof. Netzer undertook and saw through fruition. I hope that other scholars will follow

suit to discover and introduce the likes of Rabbi Yehuda to the world.

I humbly pray, May the soul of this great man rest in peace, And may his memory be

alive forever.

New York, 2008




Rabbi David Zargari

His Laughter Reflected the Beauties of His Soul

Obviously, one meets many people through life, but very few of them would leave an
ineradicable impression on us. For this humble, Prof. Amnon Netzer was one of those

few.

Above all, it was his smiling and happy face which absorbed his audience in awe! In
Jewish Kabala, the word 2212 (pah-Nim), meaning “the human face” reveals the person’s
012 (peh-Nim), that is “his inner corners and neshamah’. In this regard, a happily smiling

or laughing face signifies a very sepcial soul.

Each time we met was an absorbing and illuminating experience, especially since
knowing about history is one of the commands of Torateynu Hakedushah, as it reads
(Deuteronomy, 32:7): “Remember the days past, and think about the bygone ages; Ask
your father to speak to you of the past, and have your elders tell you of history.” In this
regard, particularly his unparalleled knowledge of the history of Iranian Jews kept me

eager to further meet with this erudite scholar.

I remember vividly a gathering at which he emphasized the necessity of a Jewish
upbringing and education, he encouraged the activities of Jewish educational institutions,
and he reminded the audience that what distinguished Judaism from the rest of the major

religions of the world was the “practical commandments” of Torah, such as Sabbath,

(*) Rabbi David Zargari is the founder and chief rabbi of Torat Hayim Hebrew Academy and Synagogue,
and Kollel of Los Angeles.. The present text has been adapted from the original Persian, written exclusively
for this collection.
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festivities, kashrut and the like; otherwise, in terms of their overall philosophical views,
e.g. the existence of God, that we have all been created by him, the existence of

neshamah (soul) and the afterlife, etc., all these religions shared in more or less common

grounds! Prof. Netzer was happy to say that his own children had decided to study at

different yeshivot to become familiar with the roots of Kabala and Judaism, and to apply

those teachings in their daily lives.

I owe my acquaintance with Prof. Amnon Netzer to my dear friend, the late Massood
Haroonian, who once visited our home along with Prof. Netzer during Sukkot.
Interestingly, Prof. Netzer later mailed to us several educational toys for my children! I
regret that long before that first meeting, I had not got to know him during my years of
education at Hebrew University of Jerusalem, where he taught for almost 40 years, so

that I could have learned more of his teachings.
712722 M7 -

May his soul rest in peace, and may he be remembered for good.

Los Angeles, January 2009




Prof. Shaul Shaked

Amnon, My Colleague, My Friend

Amnon was my friend for close to forty years. It is not easy to summarize in a few
words this long association, and this is not the right time to do it. We were partners in
establishing Iranian Studies at the Hebrew University in 1970. I first met him about a
year earlier in Chicago, where I was on a short visit, and he was teaching at the
University of Illinois at Urbana. He was keen to come back to Israel after having
completed his doctoral studies at Columbia University. It was obvious to me from the
first moment that he would be a valuable colleague. Apart from his intellectual and
academic qualifications, he had that simple and natural elegance that was so
characteristic of him throughout his life, and which he preserved until the very end. We
never had a quarrel or a serious difference of opinion. His judgment was always fair and
well-balanced. He never displayed any personal ambition or jealousy, except for his
constant effort to do the best for scholarship, for the community, for the university, for

the country.

He did his utmost to help the Israeli Defence Force in time of need, and helped
the Bikur Cholim Hospital when it got into a crisis. These are just two of the things that I
got to know of his activities, but he never boasted of his exploits. Amnon never asked for
anything for himself and never burdened anyone with his troubles. And God knows that

he had some difficulties in his life. He lived austerely and modestly, never spending

(*) Prof. Shaul Shaked is professor emeritus at the Department of Asian, African and Middle Eastern
Studies, Hebrew University of Jerusalem. His research includes, among others, an emphasis on ancient
Persian languages and early Judeo-Persian language and literature. The original text was first presented at
the funeral ceremony of the late Amnon Netzer, on Februray 20th, 2008, Rishon Letzion, Israel. It has been
slightly modified for the present publication.
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anything on himself, no frills, no superfluous items. His scholarship was clear and
meticulous. He never took a shortcut; he always wanted to have his facts and figures
right; he aimed at achieving a clear overall view of historical questions. He often
undertook studies that demanded a great deal of patience and trouble, and he always
wanted to be judged by the highest and the most demanding standards. He unfailingly
measured up to the difficult tasks that he set himself to do.

During the 1970’s, he made several journeys to Iran to collect material of various
kinds: Jewish dialects, Judeo-Persian manuscripts, historical documents. He set himself
the goal of uncovering as much of the past of the Jewish communities in Iran as possible,
and he did more in this field than any other scholar, living or dead. His catalogue of the
Judeo-Persian manuscripts in the Ben-Zvi Institute is the most complete and the most
accurate history of Judeo-Persian literature that we possess, and it’s a model of a

scholar’s work.

Amnon was truthful and honest—sometimes painfully truthful—without ever
being blunt. He could not easily stand hypocrisy and underhand behavior, but he would
most often react to such phenomena by withdrawing, rather than by confrontation or
denouncing. He would usually make it seem as if he were to blame. In most cases, this
was probably more effective than an open word of rebuke. Some of the people whom he

encountered may not have noticed the gentle irony behind his self-effacing words.

Amnon will be remembered for the immense contribution which he made to the
study of Iranian history, the study of Judeo-Persian literature, and of the Jewish presence
in Iran. He will be cherished for teaching generations of students and advising many
colleagues. He will be admired for his humanity and kindness. Above all, I believe that

he will be looked up to as a model of faithfulness, honesty and truth.

I hope that we shall have the opportunity and the means to erect an appropriate
memorial for his life’s work. I am confident that his many friends and admirers, in Israel

and throughout the world, will help us.

May he rest in peace, and may his memory be blessed.

Jerusalem, February ISth, 2008




Prof. Ehsan Yarshater

A Note on Amnon Netzer

The untimely passing of Amnon Netzer, Professor of Persian Studies at the
Hebrew University of Jerusalem, deprived the field of Iranian Studies of an indefatigable,

passionate and prolific scholar.

His months-long treatment at the UCLA Medical Center for liver-related
mulfunctions ultimately proved unsuccessful, as the expected liver-transplant was not
realized in time. He died having received deep care and concern from his many friends
and colleagues, especially from Dr. Nahid Pirnazar, a colleague and friend, and Mr. Jack
Mahfar, who had made every effort to fly him over from Jerusalem to Los Angeles for

treatment.

The Netzer family were originally from Isfahan, but he was born in 1934 in Rasht,
a city in the northern provinces of Iran. He immigrated to Israel in 1950, and for awhile,
he joined a kibbutz community. Following the completion of his military duties, he began
studying at the Hebrew University in 1955, receiving his bachelor’s degree in Middle-

Eastern Studies and International Relations. He then joined Voice of Israel and initiated

the broadcasting of programs in Farsi for that radio. In 1963, he came to Columbia

(*) Prof. Ehsan Yarshater is Professor Emeritus of Iranian Studies, and Director for Iranian Studies at
School of International and Public Affairs, Columbia University. He is the editor in chief of Encyclopedia
Iranica, and he was one of Amnon Netzer’s professors during his garduate studies at CU. The present text
is adapted from the original Persian, first published as “Note 37/140” in Iran-Shenasi (Iranian Studies), Yr.
20, Spring 2008, No.1, pp. 16-18. Yarshater had also previously contributed in English to the March 27th,
2008 memorial at Nessah Synagogue.




University to continue his graduate studies in the United States; by 1969, he had received
both his M.A. and his Ph.D. in Iranian and Judeo-Persian Studies from the same

university.

After teaching for a year at University of Illinois, he was called back to Israel to
participate in establishing an Iranian Studies division in The Hebrew University of
Jerusalem. Thereafter, for years, he acted as the director of the Department of Iranian,
Indian and Armenian Studies at that university, until his retirement in 2003. Yet, until the

illness would allow, he never completely abandoned teaching.

Amnon Netzer dedicated his whole life to the research and the study of Persian
culture and literature, especially the history of Iranian Jews, their literature, the Judeo-
Persian language and the manuscripts written in this language. Besides training many
students in this field, he was instrumental in developing Persian programs for the Voice
of Israel. He wrote many books and articles in Persian, Hebrew and English. His
numerous Persian articles were mostly published in the Persian Jewish magazines of the

United States.

Netzer was also an advisor to Encyclopedia Iranica for Persian Jewish history and
literature, and many of his articles have been published in this encyclopedia. All the years
that I knew him as a friend, as well as a colleague, I always found him ready to serve the
Iranian culture, and to illuminate Jewish contributions to this culture. Upon my request,
he prepared an anthology of the works of Persian Jewish poets, which was included in the
1973 publication, Farhangeh Iran-Zamin, i.e. “The Persian Culture”. This book was later
translated to Arabic by Prof. Mohammad Nouralddin Abdol-mon’em under the title 4/-
adab-al-farsi andeh Yahoud Irani.

Along with Prof. Shaul Shaked, one of the leading scholars of the Pahlavi and

Aramaic languages and the Zoroastrian religion, and a member of the Israeli Academy,

they founded a series of bi-annual conferences on Judeo-Persian studies, and they

oversaw the publications of these papers in several collections.

Netzer also founded the Padyavand series, a collection of articles which includes
research papers by various experts and scholars about the history, literature and language

of the Jews of Iran in the broad sense of the word, i.e. the lands in which one of the
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Persian languages has ever been spoken, and in which Jewish people have ever lived. The
first volume of this series was published in 1996, followed by two more volumes. I hope

that one of his colleagues will continue to publish this helpful collection.

In April 2003, The Hebrew University and the Ben Zvi Institute convened a

conference in his honor, druing which he received immense adoration and admiration,

being appreciated for his prolific body of research, pubications, and services.

Netzer had a healthy personality; he was peace-seeking and modest, well-dressed
and handsome. From what was said, published and done after his passing in magazines,
in radio and TV programs and at highly-attended memorials in his honor throughout the
world, it became clear how beloved this man had been all through his life. In this regard,
the beautifully written articles by Mr. Manouchehr Omidvar in Payam are especially

some enjoyable readings.

Although Netzer has left us, his life will no doubt continue through his numerous

works.




Nahid Pirnazar, Ph.D.

An Obituary

If we are lucky, we may encounter a person who leaves an indelible mark on our
lives. Today we come together to say farewell to Professor Amnon Netzer, who has made
such a mark, on not one, but hundreds of lives, including my own. As a man or as a
scholar, he has been able to touch people’s lives in a multitude of ways, leaving his name
imprinted on the minds and hearts of people as diverse in their backgrounds as they may

be in their nationalities.

I consider myself privileged to have known Professor Netzer foremost as his
student. As a visiting Ph.D. committee member, while I pursued my degree in Judeo-
Persian studies at the University of California, Los Angeles, Professor Netzer’s high
academic standards instilled in me an appreciation for academic integrity and dignity. As
a mentor and a friend, I was awed by his honesty, humility, and the many talents and
passions he explored outside of his profession. In working with him through various
Iranian communal organizations in Los Angeles, I also learned of his great humanity,

compassion and sense of civic responsibility.

While generations to come will remember Professor Netzer for his contributions
to the fields of Iranian and Judaic studies, it is the students and the researchers who will
understand the full depth and integrity of his work. Professor Netzer was one of the rare

genii that emerge once in a few centuries. His knowledge of his field was both

(*) Dr. Nahid Pirnazar received her Ph.D. in Iranian Studies from UCLA, where she currently teaches on
the History of Iranian Jews and the Judeo-Persian Literature. She assisted Prof. Netzer in several projects,
and she remains an advocate of his legacy. The present text is taken from her original speech in English,
first delivered on Februray 20", 2008, at the funeral ceremony in Israel.
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comprehensive and diverse. What set him apart was his ability to present the history of
Iranian Jewry in the context of solid academic evidence, not his personal feelings or
agenda. The international field of Iranian studies has lost a great scholar whose place will

not be easily filled.

To commemorate his contributions and to honor his wishes as a pioneer in the
field of Iranian Studies in this part of the world, it is upon his students to carry on his
tradition of excellence and scholarship. In the meantime, I hope that The Hebrew
University, which Professor Netzer always considered to be his home, will continue to be
in the forefront of academic research and the education of students in this field. May
Hebrew University’s reputation and academic prestige for Iranian Studies, as well as the
newer programs being developed at other universities throughout Israel, continue to
reflect and honor the intellectual integrity for which Professor Netzer always strove. Just
as I hope for this from the universities in Israel, as a member of Iranian Studies at the
University of California, Los Angeles, I add that we will also commit ourselves to

preserve and to pass on his legacy.

May his soul rest in peace...

Jerusalem, February 20", 2008




Y/ A

Shirin Dokht Daghighian

He Deciphered the Language of Almond

He had no need being like others, since he was best by just being himself.
He filled a niche in the world, where only Amnon Netzer was meant to take.

He brought that scion to fruition which was every man’s raison d’étre for coming into the
universe.

He was the genuine version of himself, same as he would never put a copy above its
original source.

He was the decipherer of almond’s language in newborn fields, and he took a fitting
name and fame for himself: Amnon Netzer.

He had understood the pure sense of power; hence, he had no more a need to bow before
power.

He realized the meaning of truth in expanding the horizons and in opening new paths,
because he knew that truth would not tread in narrow roads, and that its manifestation
asked for a horizon which measured up to its breadth.

He knew knowledge, and he knew that it wouldn’t come readily, but also, that once it
came, it wouldn’t leave easily.

He understood persistence to have a meaning only in the context of the good: in peace, in
science and in face-to-face human dialogue.

He had reached greatness because he long taught and raised the little ones to grow.
Amnon Netzer was a simple man, who preferred white sheets of paper a bit more than the
colored face of the bill, and who found immortality in this very simplicity...

Los Angeles, January 8™, 2009

(*) Ms. Shirin Dokht Daghighian is widely recognized as one of foremost scholarly and literary figures of
the Iranian society and the Iranian Jewish community worldwide. Over the years, she and the late Amnon
Netzer had formed a fruitful intellectual dialogue, and she collaborated with him twice in the annual
conferences of Center for Iranian Jewish Oral History. The editor hopes that the poetry of the original essay
in Persian, also found in this collection, has been preserved in the translation.
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Daniel Tsadik, Ph.D.

My Teacher, Amnon Netzer

It’s difficult to speak of Prof. Netzer, z”/, in the past tense. After all, it was less
than six years ago, on the evening of April the 9™, 2003, that many of his colleagues,
students and friends came together at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem to honor him
on the occasion of his retirement. As one of the speakers of the night, I recalled the first
time I had heard of the name “Amnon Netzer”. I was in the 9™ or 10" year of high school,
rather distant from the Persian Jewry, or Iran in general. That was when a teacher of mine
introduced me to an article published in the journal Pe’amim. The article dealt with the

subject of Moses Montefiore and his attitude towards the Jewish people of Iran. It was

written by Prof. Amnon Netzer.' I think this was the very first scholarly paper I read on

Iranian Jews, and as I realized later, it was not a coincidence that Prof. Netzer had been
the author, as he was in fact one of the pioneers of this field. As time passed, that article
became one of many among his writings that would continue to enrich my knowledge,

our knowledge, of this hitherto isolated field of study.

Later, as an undergraduate student at the Hebrew University, | remember Amnon
Netzer, the teacher. He would always arrive in class with a smile on the face, sometimes
even with a laughter. To date, even as I say this, I can still hear the sound of his lively

laugh resonate in my ears. He would then listen to the students, most of whom had just

(*) Dr. Daniel Tsadik, a Fulbright scholar, received his Ph.D. in 2002 from Yale University, specilizing in
Iranian and Middle-Eastern history, and the history of Jews under Islam. The present text has been adapted
by the editor from Dr. Tsadik’s essay, originally written in March 2008, in memory of Amnon Netzer..

' A. Netzer, “Montefiore and the Jews of Persia”, Pe ’amim, 20 (1984), 55-67.
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embarked upon their first steps in the field, with his unique kindness —correcting them,
commenting on their ideas, enlightening them—and he would always do this in good
taste, in a calm way, while he truly listened to each of us, regardless of our ranks. In
retrospect, I remember something about him, which captured my eyes as a student. He
would arrive in class, of course, with the reading assignments, but also with a long,
sharpened pencil. He was always prepared to write down, to take a note, even if it were a
point simply offered by a student. The man never ceased to learn. Today, for me, the
thought of his pencil signifies his modesty, a modesty that came with a person whose
profession—his fighting tool, the better part of his world, or so it seems to me—was and

remained pure and serious scholarship.

Prof. Netzer deeply and actively cared for his students—and I can bear witness to
this. As my B.A. studies neared completion, he researched for and found for me the
necessary scholarships to continue my education. He advised me to proceed with my
studies abroad, and once I had received my Ph.D. from The Yale University and before
my return to Israel, he gave me a precise portrait of then current situation in academia,
while also suggesting some realistic avenues for me to explore. Over the years, he proved

that he would never abandon his students, as he always remained willing to help. Once,

upon my request, he reviewed an article of mine before publication, returning it to me

with enlightening comments—again written with his pencil— comments that contributed

to the final version of my paper.

Prof. Amnon Netzer was a teacher, but not just to his university students, as the
circle of his pupils encompassed a much broader range of people, those who sought his
knowledge, and who belonged to all social echelons of the Iranian Jewish community,
both in Israel and abroad. In my own Jerusalem neighborhood, “lay” Iranian Jews would
occasionally ask me whether I had recently seen Prof. Netzer, if I had talked to him, or
whether he had already returned to Israel, so that they could pose their questions to him.
One realized in amazement that for so many people of all walks of life, he was the

address for knowledge and scholarship.




The Talmud (Tal/mud Yerushalmi, “Sheqalim, 2:5”) reads: “One does not need to
publicize the righteous ones; their sayings constitute their memorial.”* And indeed, the
points raised and said by the late Amnon Netzer do evoke his memory, speak on his own
behalf, and engrave him in one’s consciousness. Prof. Netzer wrote in various and diverse
fields of knowledge in regards to the Jews of Iran. In many of these fields he was an
undisputed pioneer, a groundbreaking scholar. He wrote on the literature, music, and
poetry of the Jews of Iran; on the history of the Jews of Mashhad; and on different trends
of the educational system of the Alliance Israélite Universelle in Iran. He taught us about
anti-Semitism, and yet the Zionist activity in Iran; Iranian Jews under the Islamic
Republic government; the several spoken languages of the Iranian Jewish communities;
the Jewish press of that country; even on “the swearing, curses and the oaths”, i.e. the
vernacular of the Jews of Isfahan; etc. And these were a mere fraction of his prolific

portfolio.®

His other highly significant publications include, among others, Manuscripts of
the Jews of Persia in The Ben Zvi Institute;* and especially, the scholarly edition of one

of the most important intellectual works of the Jews of Iran, if not the most important of

them all, i.e. The Duties of Judah (Hovot Yehuda), by the 17" century Rabbi Yehudah

ben El’azar.’ Awhile before his passing, he told me that almost 80 percent of his
extensive work on Shahin, regarded as the greatest poet of the Jews of Iran, was already
done. I ask, “who is now left with the expertise to continue from which point Netzer’s

pencil turned silent?”

Through his research, Amnon Netzer taught us how to write in a clean, direct and
unbiased method, i.e. the objective, “cold” way of scholarly writing—and yet, it’s evident
that the main subject of his studies, the Jews of Iran, was a subject close to his heart. I

often remember the dedication line of one of his articles, an elaborate research on the

2 "'.annoT an an annaT ,D’P’Tf? mwoal oy '[’N"

? For the most complete list of Prof. A. Netzer’s publications, see: A. Netzer, An Annotated Bibliography
(Jerusalem: Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2004); also found at:
http://thegraduatesociety.org/images/author-padia-others.pdf

or at http://www.daneshvaran.org/images/author-padia-others.pdf .

* A. Netzer, Manuscripts of the Jews of Persia in The Ben Zvi Institute (Jerusalem: Ben Zvi Institute, 1985).
5 Yehudah ben El‘azar, Duties of Judah (Jerusalem: Ben Zvi Institute, 1995), edited, translated and
introduced by A. Netzer.
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persecutions and the forced conversions of Jews in the 17" century Iran,® which read as

follows: “In memory of Rabbi Aba, zs ”/, the Rabbi of the Jews of Isfahan: Killed on
Sabbath, the 25" of Heshvan 5380, i.e. November the 2“d, 1619.”7 There, Prof. Netzer
described Rabbi Aba as a person who by his refusal to convert to Islam, chose to die for
the sake of G-od and Judaism. It is clear that the meritorious deeds of the early
generations, including the likes of Rabbi Aba, did leave their imprint on Amnon Netzer,

the scholar and the man.

Az ostad shenidan-e ‘elm beh az khwandan ast— “hearing the master’s lessons
from himself is better than reading them”—so tells us the Judeo-Persian Duties of Judah
in Netzer’s edition.® Today, this saying is highly relevant to us. We will no doubt
continue to read Prof. Netzer’s numerous works and to receive his wisdom from his
writings. But we do lament, and rightly so, for being now deprived of hearing those

lessons directly from our teacher himself.

Alas, much too soon, we lost the man. Before his time, we lost one who still had
much left to live, much more to give. In the untimely passing of Prof. Amnon Netzer, the
academic world of the Iranian Jews and that of Iran in general, has lost one of its highest
ranking and most valued scholars. Along with many others, I also grieve personally for

the loss of a teacher.

The loss is huge, and the grief is deep. My condolences go to his family, and to

the public, colleagues, pupils, and all others who cherish his memory.
May his memory be blessed.

New York, February 2008, rev. 2009

® A. Netzer, “Persecution of Iranian Jewry in the 17" Century”, Pe’amim 6 (1980), 33-56.
’ The calendar conversion was recalculated for this publication.
8 Yehudah ben El’azar, Duties of Judah, 233, 468.
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Synopsis of

The Netzer Memorial Ceremony
At the Ben Zyvi Institute

Jerusalem, March 16™, 2008

(*) The following is an abridged English adaptation a report, originally written in Persian by Ms. Farnoosh
Ram, the director of the Persian Voice of Israel. An extended version of this report can be found in the

Persian section of the present collection.

On Sunday, March 16", 2008, 30 days after the untimely death of Prof. Amnon
Netzer, a memorial ceremony was organized by The Hebrew University of Jerusalem and
The Ben Zvi Institute, during which several of his colleagues and other prominent

scholarly figures spoke in his honor.

Prof. Netzer is largely believed to have been the greatest Iranian-born Israeli scholar,
a prolific writer who single-handedly contributed more than anyone else to the study of
Iranian Jewish history and culture, arts and literature. Yet his research went well beyond
the Iranian Jewry, as he was considered a world authority on Iranian history and its
literature in general. He was buried in Israel, a country which he had lived in and loved

for more than half of a century.

At this ceremony, first the director of the Ben Zvi Institute began by saying that it
would be hard to fill the void left by the passing of a scholar such as Amnon. He
described Prof. Netzer’s readiness to share his knowledge with others as “a blessing”.
Prof. Netzer had a long and continuous relationship with the institute, as a result of
which, he wrote thirteen important books on the history of Iran and centuries of Jewish
life in that country for publication by this institute, each of them being a product of his
long and extensive research. Also, the publication of Iran, a book in Hebrew, that follows
the story of Iran and Iranian Jewry through several millennia, couldn’t have been possible

without Netzer’s continuous advice.

Next Prof. Michael Zand, another prominent scholar of Middle-Eastern studies at
The Hebrew University of Jerusalem said that his scholarly life was full of fond
memories of Amnon Netzer. As a scholar, Amnon’s research on Iran was not limited to

the current boundaries of the country, since in his view, other cities and provinces such as
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Samarqand, Bokhara, Harat and the like, were also a part of the Persian-speaking lands.
He knew much about the life, literature, culture and arts of these areas, and particularly,
he had studied closely the life of Jews in those regions. Prof. Zand added that he had
observed how Amnon had been praised by prominent Iranian scholars in pre-revolution
Iran, especially after the publication of his groundbreaking book on Persian Jewish poets
of the past centuries. Zand also mentioned another of Netzer’s books, “The History of
Jews in the New Age” (1982), a multifaceted study of the Jews of Iran since the
eighteenth century. He pointed out that despite the large scale post-revolution emigration
of Iranian Jews, Netzer’s publications in English and Persian managed to give them an
unprecedented understanding of their own history. He concluded that although Netzer
lived long in Israel, a country he loved and knew very well, to the end he remained that

young man who had once been born in Iran.

Professor David Menasheri, the director of Persian Studies at Tel Aviv University,
emphasized the depth of Prof. Netzer’s research and added that his collection of Judeo-
Persian manuscript of the past centuries and his studies of them would long remain a
reference for the coming generations of scholars. He then pointed out to the vast array of
Netzer’s knowledge in arts, literature, religion and so forth, as well as the volumes of
articles he published in Persian for Shofar of New York, and especially, the three volumes
of Padyavand, which he considered to have strengthened the relation of Iranian Jews to
their historical roots worldwide. He concluded by remembering Amnon for his

indefatigable working habit, his swift mind and his innovations.

Next, Prof. Shaul Shaked, friend and colleague of Amnon for more than 40 years,
spoke of some of the lesser known aspects of Amnon. For instance, he mentioned that
while Netzer was a powerful story-teller, his modesty didn’t allow him to publish his
stories and novels. He was also an educated and proficient musician, an eloquent speaker,

and always careful to help out his students, given his own hardships during his student

years. [Prof. Shaked’s speech at the funeral ceremony is also included in this the present

memorial book.]

Dr. David Yerushalmi, Professor of Persian Language and Literature at Tel Aviv
University, spoke in detail of the important role Amnon Netzer had played in re-

introducing historic Iranian Jewish poets, such as Omrani and Shahin after centuries of
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oblivion. He also emphasized his role in bringing a whole new life into the long-
abandoned field of Iranian and Iranian Jewish studies, which encouraged the younger
generations to enter into this field. As an example of Prof. Netzer’s significant
contribution to our knowledge of the Persian Jewish history, Dr. Yerushalmi spoke in
detail of Netzer’s extended study of the history of “Alliance Israélite Universelle” in Iran
since 1898, an institution that became much responsible for the academic and social
advancement of Iranian Jews all over the country, their assimilation into the larger
society, and their gradual detachment from their own past and history. Prof. Netzer’s
studies considered the fact that during the previous centuries, Iranian Jewish
communities, even under Islamic rule, had demonstrated a significant cultural
sophistication. For instance, two nineteenth century historians documented the
proficiency of the Jews of Isfahan in Bible studies (Joseph Wolff, around 1825), and the
Jewish passion for poetry and literature in Samarqand and Bokhara (Elhanan Adler,

around 1890.)

Prof. Netzer long evaluated the question of the literary growth of Iranian Jews under

the Safavites, despite the establishment of the Shiite in Iran, and yet the subsequent

cultural demise of these societies in the 18" century and forward, due to severe social and

economic hardship and anti-Semitism, among others. He concluded that the Alliance
presence in Iran at least led to the preservation of the remains of the Iranian Jewish
cultural artifacts. As the speaker noted, we owe this and many other historical

illuminations to the singular efforts and research of Prof. Amnon Netzer.

At the end, Ms. Farnoosh Ram of the Persian Voice of Israel spoke of Amnon
Netzer’s old relation with this radio program, beginning in 1958 with the first Persian
broadcast into the Iranian borders. She mentioned that although he ended his continued
presence after 5 years to concentrate on his studies, he never completely lost touch with
the station; for instance, over the past decade, he produced three historic series for this
radio, dealing with the long historic relationship between Jews and Iran, Jewish historical
sites in Iran, and the story of the Jewish people throughout the history of the world. She
also pointed out how Amnon Netzer loved humanity, and how he suffered from and
criticized humanity’s slip into violence, war and aggression. She concluded her speech

with a poem in praise of hope, kindness and friendship, by the famed Fereydoon Moshiri.
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Lt. General Shaul Mofaz

In Memory of Professor Amnon Netzer

The untimely passing of Prof. Amnon Netzer has left a significant void in our hearts.
He was a great man, one of the finest sons that the Iranian Jewish community has ever
had the privilege of bringing to the world.

Our joint history began decades ago, when as two children living in the Northern
Iranian town of Rasht, Amnon and my mother used to attend “The Kourosh School”.

Over the years, I was fortunate to nurture a special relationship with him, and to
discover the unique qualities of Amnon—his warm heart, his pleasant character, his love
for mankind, and his humble ways in life.

It’s of people of his rare kind that King David has written in our Holy Book of
Tehillim:

He would be like a tree, planted at the streams of water, which would give its

fruit on time, its leaves would not wither, and all that he does would succeed.

By the end, however, the horrendous illness, with which our beloved friend fought so
bravely, took its toll. Amnon, the great scholar, who had become a model of devotion to
science and research; Amnon, who possessed a bursting passion for knowledge and the
academia, one that inspired all of us; alas, he could not be rewarded with a cure for this
sickness.

He left us with a great legacy to be taught and shared, but also with an aching,
mourning heart. The absence of our dear friend would echo in the “Ulpana Schools” in
Israel and worldwide.

I extend my sincere condolences to the surviving members of his family, his friends
and his loved ones.

May God bless his soul.
Israel, February 2008

(*) Lt. General (Res.) Shaul Mofaz was born in Iran, and he has served in the Israeli government as
Minister of Defense, Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Transportation and Road Safety, among
others. The present text has been adapted from his message of condolence, which was recited at the
memorial ceremony of March 27™, 2008, Nessah Synagogue, Los Angeles.
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Empress Farah Pahlavi

A Message of Condolence

With a sad heart, I received the news of the passing of Prof. Amnon Netzer, the
distinguished senior professor at The Hebrew University of Jerusalem and a scholar of
the history of our country, in Los Angeles. This erudite historian spent a lifetime
researching the hidden corners and the ancient history of our people, and his research has

left an eternal treasure for Iran.

My condolences go to my dear compatriots, especially to the scientific society of Iran

and the family of this outstanding scholar of Persian studies, whose memory shall never

fade.

Farah Pahlavi
February 15™, 2008

(*) The present text is an English adaptation of a message from Empress Farah Pahlavi, first recited at the
March 27™, 2008 memorial, Nessah Synagogue, Los Angeles.
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Crown Prince Reza Pahlavi

A Message of Condolence

Dear President of The Hebrew University of Jerusalem:

With a sad heart, I learned of the news of the passing of Professor Amnon Netzer,
may his soul rest in peace, the distinguished senior professor and a pioneering scholar of

Iranian Studies. The late professor spent his life in studying and researching the Persian

history and culture, and in introducing this ancient country to the world. Therefore, his

loss has brought grief on all those who have any interest in the country of Iran.
Please send my deepest condolences to the family of the deceased, as well as the

colleagues and friends of the late scholar.

Reza Pahlavi

February 2008

(*) The present text is an English adaptation of a message from Crown Prince Reza Pahlavi, first recited at
the March 27", 2008 memorial, Nessah Synagogue, Los Angeles.
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Synoposis of

Farnoosh Ram’s Radio Broadcast

On Persian Voice of Israel
Saturday, February 16", 2008

(*) The following is an abridged adaptation of the report of Prof. Netzer’s passing, first broadcast on the
Persian Voice of Israel, written and announced by its current director, Ms. Farnoosh Ram. An extended
version of this report is included in the Persian section of this memorial booklet. We hope that the

emotional tone of the original source has been preserved to some degree in this adaptation.

Over the next few days, the body of the greatest scholar in the history of Iranian Jews
will be buried in Israel. Prof. Amnon Netzer, the prominent scholar, born in Iran, died on
Friday morning in Los Angeles, after a two-year period of illness, due to complications
from liver malfunctions. This distinguished senior professor of Hebrew University of
Jerusalem, had lived in Israel for more than 60 years, and he left us at the peak of his
schoarly research. He was born in 1934, in the northern Iranian city of Rasht, to a family
of humble means. An outstanding student, he began playing the violin at the age of 9 and
continued to play until the illness allowed. Yehudi Menuhin had once told of him that he
could have become a major violinist, had he wished to. He had an extended knowledge of

Persian classical music and had the radif by memory.

At 16, soon after the Independence of the State of Israel, he immigrated to Israel. He
served as a pilot in the Israeli Air Force, and over the following years remained a reserve

member of the Defense Force, later fighting in the “Yom Kippur” war.

Amnon Netzer produced and broadcast the very first daily Persian program by Voice
of Israel towards Iran, over 50 years ago. Later in life, he would fondly remember
pleasant anecdotes of his time at the radio, including his live playing of violin in the
studio to cover the interruptions! He ended his active collaboration with this program
after five years to follow his graduate studies in the United States, but to the end, he
maintained his connection to our station. In this regard, the several series of programs
that he prepared for us over the past decade will be preserved in the archives of the radio

for posterity.
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He received his M.A. and Ph.D. degrees from Columbia University, and a year later,
he joined the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, remaining a distinguished professor for
decades. The president of the university once attested that Amnon Netzer had done more
research than any other professor. His concentration was the history of Iranian Jews, for
which he was most respected by the international community of scholars. He also had a
long collaboration with Prof. Ehsan Yarshater, the editor of Encyclopedia Iranica,
offering articles to the collection. He was a co-founder and head of the Iranian Studies
department of Hebrew University. Until permitted, he travelled to Iran, visiting far-away
lands and villages in order to collect as much possible on the Iranian Jewish history.
During these trips, he would humbly sit down to eat with the village people who had no
idea of his scholarly status.

His knowledge was beyond the Jewish history, as he was one of the major scholars of
the Iranian history and Persian poetry. His memory often stunned people. He was literally

a walking encyclopedia.

Despite his achievements, he led a humble life. He was beautiful, handsome and well-
dressed, but he wasn’t concerned with his personal life, and he ignored the attention that
came to him. For decades, he followed a daily routine that began at 4 AM and ended at 9
PM, working hard at his research. Mindful of his valuable time, he often preferred fax
over phone. He lived in Jerusalem, and if he made a trip outside, it was for research

purposes at international centers, such as the British Museum or other valuable archives.

He loved Iran dearly. He had a unique knowledge of Iran and owned thousans of

books on the subject, all of whom he had committed to memory.

The Iranian Jews and the academic community of Israel are in grief over the reports
of his passing. The Persian Voice of Israel is in grave shock over the loss of this great
scholar, who remained a kind friend to all of us. His body will be buried over the next
few days at Rishon Letzion, next to the grave of his loving mother, who died only two

years ago.

Once more, we bow in honor of the memory of this great man...




Manoochehr Omidvar

“Has It Been Already a Year,?!...”

(A Synopsis)

Mr. Manoochehr Omidvar, once the head of Persian Voice of Israel, has been
publishing Payam Weekly in New York for the past several years . Mr. Omidvar’s short
essay in Persian, exclusive to this collection can be found in the Persian section of the

present booklet.

In this remembrance essay, the writer has drawn on his years-long acquaintance with
Prof. Netzer, providing some little known details about his earlier years in Israel, his

family life and his personality.




Menasheh Amir

Amnon Netzer: The Man Whom I Knew Up Close!

(A Synoptic Adaptation)

I first met Amnon Netzer 49 years ago, when as a 20-year published author and
translator and a fresh immigrant to Israel, I went for an interview for the Voice of Isreal.
Welcomed by Mr. Netzer for my journalistic work experience back in Iran, I began
working for that station. Over the years, I came to see Amnon Netzer as a teacher, as a
role-model, as one to be emulated. Netzer’s views on the Middle Eastern affairs and his
vast knowledge , as well as his way of analysing the events were all new to someone who
had just left Iran. Amnon had got his education in Middle Eastern Studies and Political
Science (International Relations) from Hebrew University, and he proved a kind advisor

to me, as [ too wished to study in the same fields.

Prof. Netzer talked proudly of his period in the Israeli Air Force, that for instance, he
had flown single-engine airplanes over the Egyptian forces in the Sinai to gather
intelligence. He was warm and friendly, lighting up dinner parties by telling anecdotes
and narrating memories, or by playing on his violin. Soon he left for the United States to
pursue his graduate studies. He wanted to study something that would benefit people. He
was very happy about his decision to specialize in Iranian Jewish history. Later, his

travels all over Iran to collect documents, talking to people of all kinds, gathering

(*) Mr. Menasheh Amir was for years the director of Persian Voice of Israel, and although now retired, he
continues his weekly broadcast of political analyses on Iran and Middle East for millions of listeners. The
present text is a summary adaptation of a heartfelt and illuminating essay on Amnon Netzer, written in
Persian exclusively for this collection.




research material, recording conversations and discovering historical documents that had
been left ignored in the cellars, proved to be extremely important to get to know the
history of Iranian Jews. The publication of his first book on historic Persian Jewish poets
was a groundbreaking work, since up until then, scholars had not been aware that Jews

had ever existed who wrote beautiful Persian poems.

He was modest. He worked for many hours, and he received little compensation for
his work. Yet, he possibly wrote on the history of Iran more than any other scholar of the
field. In his visits to our home, he would amaze everyone by his mastery over so many
subjects and his attractive voice. He was punctual and disciplined, with an astonishing
memory. Over the years, he continued to help Voice of Israel by giving interviews or by
preparing serial programs, which deserve to be published in their own right. Amnon
Netzer didn’t care much about material interests. He once donated his compensation for a
radio series to a student fund. Money was alien to him. His first and last car was a VW,
which he left on the street when it finally broke after 13 years! His only luxary were
books, which had filled every corner of his home. He worked from dawn to dust, going
for a walk in the evening, then going back to his books. Still, he was a pleasant company,

receiving so many calls that he would end up asking people to fax to him their messages!

He suffered much in his personal life. His two marriages ended in divorce, and he
always regretted that he was not close to his children. He felt that geographic distance
and cultural and religious differences had made him strangers to them, depriving him of
the pleasures of fatherhood. He kept silent, but one could feel he was hurt. As for his
illness, it was a big surprise to all, since he never smoked, never drank, and he had
remained in an extremely good physical shape. Women were always attracted to him for
his beauty and modesty, but he kept away. When the illness came, he somewhat felt
ashamed of it, and he was worried that he could no more work as hard as before. He died,

a few months later in Los Angeles.

May his memory be always alive, and may his path be walked forever!

Jerusalem, February 1%, 2009




Jack Mahfar

May His Endeavors Never Be Lost

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Tonight, we’ve gathered to remember a beloved man, to whom each of us feels
deeply indebted. Prof. Amnon Netzer, may his soul rest in peace, was one of the greatest
scholarly personalities that the Iranian Jewish community had ever produced in its 2700

years of Iranian presence.

For more than a month, my heart has been gravely sad. I shed tears everyday in
his memory, and I ask the almighty God why he took him away from us so soon? Why
could we not care for him more than we did? Why despite the achievements of modern
medicine, the physicians could not save him from this untimely death? Didn’t God know
how badly our community needed him? Didn’t the doctors learn of the immensity of his

unfinished research and works in progress?

Who can ever forget his calm and gentle smile or his kindness and modesty, the
modesty of a man who was greater than mountains in knowledge and wisdom? I know
for sure that everyone loved him, because he loved all; everyone was kind to him,

because he was kind to all; everyone respected him, because he respected all.

Righteous people don’t die; good men are never forgotten; great personalities
never leave their society for good. Amnon will always be among us. He will continue to
live in our hearts, and his memory will forever serve the history of Iranian Jewish

community. And yet, the day I received the bitter news of the passing of Amnon shall

(*) The philanthropist Jack Mahfar was a close friend of Amnon Netzer. The present text has been adapted
to English from the speech given by Mr. Mahfar at Netzer’s memorial ceremony of March 27%, 2008, at
Nessah Synagogue, Los Angeles.
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remain one of the most difficult days of my life, only comparable to the day I lost my

beloved father...

Remembering great social, scientific or literary figures has another major goal to
it—so that the members of the society can learn that their own good deeds and services
would not be forgotten; that the Iranian Jewish community appreciates and remembers its
great men. This would encourage others to follow suit and contribute to the good of their

society, physically, spiritually and perhaps financially,.

Others can better speak of Netzer’s high scholarly and cultural position. My aim,
however, is to remind us of the long and difficult road that awaits our collective efforts,

which will be needed to bring to completion his unfinished work and research.

One of my greatest honors is the fact that the late Prof. Netzer introduced me to
Encyclopedia Iranica and to its editor, Prof. Ehsan Yarshater, as a result of which I
accepted the full sponsorship of all the entries in the series that have to do with Iranian
Jewry. Now, at this grand gathering, I suggest the founding of a center for the study and
research of Iranian Jewish history, to be established at the Hebrew University of
Jerusalem, given the forty-year long dedicated service of Prof. Netzer to the institution,
so that his work could continue, and his notes and documents would not be lost. This is a
historical imperative for our community leaders, and a debt upon all of us toward the
man. The Jewish people have always been a people of knowledge and wisdom, and the

Iranian Jews are no exception.

May his soul rest in the company of heavenly angels; May his memory be forever
alive in our hearts, in Israel and among Jewish people all over the world; May our
community grow by day in achievements and pride; and May our great figures be

healthier than ever to contribute ever more to the glories of our society.

Los Angeles, March 27", 2008




Dr. Shirzad Abrams

In Memory of the Man Who Revived Our Pride

(A Synopsis)

Dr. Shirzad Ebrahimian (Abrams) is a surgical physician and a co-founder of The
Graduate Society. In his remembrance essay, he writes of the seismic changes that
Iranian Jewish community experienced in the twentieth century, which led to their
advancement in the larger society, but which also left them with a lack of historical

identity.

Dr. Abrams states that Prof. Netzer’s dedication to his field was a result of his unique
recognition of the urgency of the problem. With his amazing capabilities, from his
extraordinary memory and intelligence to his work ethics, he was the perfect fit for a job
so great. His volumes of publications on forgotten achievements of Iranian Jewry helped
restore our historical dignity, especially amongst other Jewish communities of the world.

These included in particular his 1995 publication of Hovot Yehuda.

Dr. Abrams first met Prof. Netzer in person in 1993, an acquaintance that led to the
publication of the three volumes of Padyavand by the Graduate Society. Given that a few
are now following in Amnon Netzer’s steps, the writer hopes for the eventual publication

of the late Netzer’s volumes of yet unpublished works.




Goerge Haroonian

Amnon Netzer Gave To Us Our Identity Card

In the early days of November 1970, having just been admitted to an American
university, | was preparing myself to leave Iran for the United States, unaware that this
trip would eventually turn into an unpredicted, full-scale emmigration. Not yet eighteen, |
asked my father for my “identity card”. It was a strange feeling, as if on the threshold of a
new stage of my life, my identity documents shoud be with me. To my surprise, my
father being an extremely efficient and disciplined man, responded, “Now you only need
your passport. Whenever you need the card, I’ll mail it to you.” Just a few years later, in
the winter of 1979, amidst the turmoils of a revolution, my family joined the other 75%
of the Iranian Jewish population in a forced emigration, uniting with me in the United

States.

My father passed away in summer 2006, having led a decent and fruitful life. Few
month earlier, [ had gone to visit him, when he told me, “George, come on, take it; here is
your Persian identity card!”, and then he gave me a small, faded notebook with still
legible caligraphy that read, “First Name: George; Last Name: Haroonian Kashi; Father:
Agha Jan, ak.a Massood; Birth Place: Tehran...” Today, as I remember those
unforgettable moments, I wish I had told him then, “Dad, thanks for saving this for me
for so many years, but the truth is that I’ve got my true identity card from you long ago!”
Is it not that one’s true identity document is the history of his forefathers and the story of
his culture and his beliefs? Is it not that one’s true identity lies in knowing his roots and

the reasons behind his traditions? I should have told him, “Dad, you have introduced me

(*) Mr. George Haroonian is a philantropist and an active member of the Iranian Jewish community of
California, for years having served the community in numerous capacities at several organization. He is
currently a member of the board of directors of the Iranian Jewish Cultural Organization of California,
IJCO. The present text is an abridged adaptation of the original Persian, which can be found in the Persian
section of the present volume.
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to someone who has awakened me along with many other Iranian Jews from the dark
nightmare of ignorance about our past; someone who has issued the identity card of this
community by authoring hundreds of books and research papers on their history. Dad, |

speak of your close friend, Amnon Netzer.”

Dr. Amnon Netzer visited Los Angeles in 1983, having been invited by Rabbi David
Shofet to speak for the Iranian Jewish community. From that very first visit, he formed a
friendly relationship with my father, who was one of the principal founding members of
The Iranian Jewish Cultural Organization and its president at the time. This was not a
mere relationship between a scholar and a group of philantropists, but a genuine bond of
friendship with each one of its members. It was a relationship that led to more than two
decades worth of cultural services to the Jewish community and its culture, among them
scholarship grants to hundreds of students in Israel and the United States; educational
seminars for those who had been unaware of the history of their people; assistance and
sponsorship of research projects; and organizing conventions in honor of the likes of the
renowned historian, Dr. Habib Levy, or the famed Iranian Jewish master of Persian
Classical music, Morteza Ney Davood. All these were realized with the presence and
advice of Prof. Netzer, who had become a de facto member of the board of [JCO, and an

even closer member of our family.

From the very early days, I got to know him at my parents’ home. My father seemed
to have found a unique jewel, and he would remind all of us to treat Dr. Netzer properly

and to attend to his needs. Dr. Netzer, too, in his own special modest and humble way,

might have finally found the kind of support that he needed in life.

Whenever he was with us at the Sabbath dinner or at festivities, we chatted about a
diverse array of subjects — the history of Iran, the country of Israel or the stories of the
Iranian Jews, whom he had found in different corners of the country; the differences
within the Iranian Jewish community and the betrayals in its social affairs; why the
Iranian Jews have not yet had a share of the political clout in Israel; Persian literature and
his mastery of the subject; Persian music; or the Jewish religion and Torah, a book which
he reviewed every year and was fully familiar with it. He was a truly kind teacher who

opened up the gates of research and documentation on our history in Iran




To summarize in a few sentences what he taught me over so many years, [ might as
well begin with my visit to him in Jerusalem, sometime in January 2007, almost a year
before his passing. It was a cold night. I met him before the main gate of Hebrew
University as planned. He insisted that I should have a look at the Iranian Studies
department, where he had spent decades of his life and knew every corner of it. We had a
simple dinner, went to his modest abode and began to talk as usual. Those days, I was
still publishing Ettehad (Unity) for the Iranian Jewish community of Los Angeles. I asked
him for advice. I have never seen a writer more familiar with the complexities of the
Iranian Jewish culture. I asked him what to do with this divided community, with a
myopic leadership that is accepted by no one and has lost touch with everyone, a

community that is now confused due to neglecting its values and identity.

I think what he told me will always be a compass for all of our community activists:

Be proud of your people’s culture and history. We are the outcome of centuries of self-sacrifice by
our ancestors.

The secret of our survival lies in respecting our beliefs and observing the traditions. Respect the
faithful. They guarantee the future of Judaism and its coming generations. Don’t pay any attention
to those who give up everything without an adequate knowledge and understanding.

Loving Israel is not possible without respecting the principles of Judaism.

Tell the truth without any fear; whenever you find it, put it on paper.

He was a secular person; thus, this approach to religion, coming from him, was most
interesting. He was equally respectful in his deeds. Still, he firmly believed in freedom of

thought and the privacy of religious beliefs.

Amnon Netzer is the shining star of the history of Iranian Jews — I say “is”, because

his hiding is just the beginning of a new phase in his immortal life. His way of doing

research and his quest for truth, or the way he dealt with individuals and society, these are

all models for anyone with a beating heart for this people and their history.

I’'ll always remember my friend, my guru, with fondness. Having known him so
closely was an honor. May his soul rest in peace next to the past generations of Zion,

which he loved so passionately.

Los Angeles, January 2009




A Short Biography of Professor Amnon Netzer

He was born on the 9™ of April, 1934 in Rasht, a city in the northern provinces of

Iran, to Safiyeh (Victoria) and Ouriah Solouki. He was named “Nasser”, a Persian name
of Arabic roots, meaning “the Victorious”, a name that was later transformed into his last
name in Hebrew, Netzer, i.e “‘scion”. An excellent student, he also began learning to play
violin at 9, which remaind a life-long intimate passion. Soon after the independence of
Israel and having lost his father at youth, he immigrated to Israel in 1950, an experience
which he would partially recount in vivid details, more than 40 years later, in his “Notes”
for Chashm-Andaaz. After a brief period of acclimatization, he joined the IDF in 1951,
serving as a pilot for two years. He spent a year in a kibutz, only to be recommended by a
member of the kenesset to move to Tel Aviv to establish and oversee a Persian
publication for the Iranian Jewish immigrants in 1955. In the same year, he became a
member of a volunteering group in charge of the new immigrants, and he served in the
directorial board of The Persian Union.

From 1955 to 1957, he spoke twice a week at the Persian Voice of Israel, , until the
program was ended in 1957. However, a year later, in 1958, he founded the Persian
Voice of Israel in its present form, and he began daily broadcasting in Persian toward
Iran. In 1963, he completed his B.A. degree in Middle Eastern Studies and International
Relations at Hebrew University, followed by an M.A. (1965) in Iranian and Judeo-
Islamic Studies from Columbia University, and a Ph.D. (1969) with specilization in
Iranian and Judeo-Persian Studies, from the same institution. After graduation he taught
at Uinversity of Illinois, Urbana, for a year (1969-1970), but soon after he returned to
Israel to co-found the Department of Iranian Studies at Hebrew University of Jerusalem,
teaching Iranian and Judeo-Persian Studies for close to four decades. For years he was
the head of the Iranian Sutdies at HU, as well as a distinguished senior professor (1988)
and a member of the university senate, and later, he became the chair of the Iranian,
Indian and Areminan Studies at HU. Although he officially retired from teaching in 2002,
he was asked to return to the classroom, and he did so voluntarily. In 2003, HU and The
Ben Zvi Institute of Jerusalm organized a conference in his honor on the occasion of his

retirement.




Prof. Netzer was a member of several international academic institutions, including
Misgav Yerushalayim, Societas Iranologica Europaa, The Society for Iranian Studies,
USA, as well as being a member of an advisory board to the Israeli government on
Judaism and international Jewish affairs. He was a constant presence at international
conferences, himself co-founding a tri-annual series at HU on Iranian and Jewish
historical and cultural relations. He was a writing member of the journal Pe’amim of
Israel, the annual Encyclopeida Juadica, and Encyplopedia Iranica, New York, edited by
Prof. Ehsan Yarshater, his former professor at Columbia University. Most recently, he
edited and produced three volumes of Padyavand, a collection of scholarly essays on
Persian Jewry.

Since the publication of his groundbreaking book on historic Persian poets (1973), he
went on to write volumes of books and hundreds of research papers, which were
published in several languages around the world, besides writing regularly for general
Persian Jewish publications outside Iran, among them, Shofar of New York. In 1995, he
published Hovot Yehuda, which is considered by many scholars as one of his major
contributions toward an appreciation of Iranian Jewish intellectual achievements over the
past few centuries. His research was based on years of dedicated research at major
archives and private collections, as well as his field work in far-away corners of Iran. His
works have long become a reference for other scholars. The most complete bibliography
of his output, which he prepared in 2004, consists of 26 pages, and it’s available for
download at the following link:

http://www.daneshvaran.org/images/author-padia-others.pdf

He fathered three children from two marriages, both of which ended in divorce. His

mother died in 2006 after years of life in Israel, having raised three children amid

hardship. Amnon Netzer died on Friday morning, February 15", 2008 in Los Angeles

from complications of liver malfunction. Before his death, he wished to be buried next to
his mother in Rishon Letzion, Israel, and asked that his gravestone should only read:

“Amnon Netzer”. His body was buried in Israel on February 20", 2008.




A Life in Pictures

A younger Prof. Amnon Netzer speaking at an official occasion in Los Angeles.
e N S N TSI 3)




~ r

From left: Cyrus Karubian, board of directors, [JCO (Iranian Jewish Cultural Organization of California);
late Massood Haroonian, president of IJCO; late Prof. Amnon Netzer; Prof. Ehsan Yarshater. On this
occasion, IJCO donated $25,000 to assist in the publication of Encyclopedia Iranica. (June 7, 1998)
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From left: Crown Prince Reza Pahlavi, Prof. Amnon Netzer, Empress Farah Pahlavi.
(April 16,2001).
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Prof. Amnon Netzer, among the attendees of his seminar on the history of Iranian Jews. The seminar
convened for eight sessions in spring 1999, at the Beverly Hills High School. The lecture series were
sponsored by 1JCO.
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Prof. Netzer attends a live Persian radio interview in Los Angeles. (August 28", 2002)
From Left: Mr. Dariush Fakheri, Mr. George Haroonian, Prof. Amnon Netzer, Faryar Nikbakht.
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Amnon Netzer at his private office in Los Angeles.
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Prof. Amnon Netzer at the wedding ceremony of his daughter, Miriam.
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Amnon Netzer’s coffin, covered with flowers and clad in the Israeli flag and the Iranian National flag, as
George Haroonian speaks. (Nessah Synagogue, Beverly Hills, February 17, 2008)
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Prof. Amnon Netzer’s coffin at the altar, an exception in Jewish law reserved only for the most venerated
members of the society. (Nessah Synagogue, February 17, 2008)
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Los Angeles Jewish community mourned the passing of Amnon Netzer, as his coffin was clad in both
Isracli and Iranian National flags. [Nessah Synagogue, Sunday, February 17™, 2008]
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Prof. Amnon Netzer’s body was carried to the hearse, to be flown to Israel. Pallbearers, clockwise from
left: George Haroonian, Bijan Khalili, Dr. Nasser Saghian, Bahram Aghalarpour, Dr. Shirzad Abrams.
Also, Rabbi David Shofet and Ouriah Netzer, son of the deceased, can be seen following the coffin.
[Nessah Synagogue, Sunday, February 17", 2008]
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Farewell to Amnon Netzer....
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