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Lisa Ullmann
1922-2019

When Lisa Ullmann died on 11 September 2019 at the age of 97, the world of Classics and
Ancient History in Israel lost another person — and personality — from the older generations of
German-speaking Jewish scholars who molded higher education here and set what has since
seemed like an impossibly high standard for their students and younger colleagues. She was born
Lisa Findler in Vienna in 1922, to Shmuel Shemaryahu and Margareta Findler, who ran a
successful textiles business that enabled a privileged upbringing for Lisa, her older brother Yosef
and younger sister Ruth: private schools, music lessons, vacations in Italy. Yet when life for Jews
in Austria became unbearably dangerous after the Anschluss in March 1938, the Findlers sent
their three children out of the country. Lisa, who had joined the Young Maccabees movement, was
brought by Youth Aliyah to Palestine soon after Kristallnacht in November 1938. Seventy years
later, Lisa recounted to an interviewer that her mother bid her farewell in Vienna with the promise
of reuniting on Passover, but the children never saw their parents again. Stories arrived about the
elder Findlers helping Jews escape Vienna, but they were arrested and transferred to the Lodz
ghetto, subsequently murdered by the Nazis in 1941.

Youth Aliyah, which rescued thousands of young European Jews, placed Lisa in Nahalat
Yitzhak in Tel Aviv, to learn Hebrew, farming and domestic skills thought suitable for women,
but in 1940 she left to attend nursing school in Jerusalem. After completing her studies in 1944
she received work as a registered nurse in Hadassah Hospital on Mount Scopus, where she met her
future husband, David Theodore Ullmann, who would become a renowned nephrologist and
professor of internal medicine. They were married in 1945, a year later their daughter Edna
(Margalit) was born, and their son Shimon in 1948. Dr. David Ullmann was one of the few
survivors of the attack on the convoy to Mount Scopus on 13 April 1948. Lisa would later recall
her anxiety as a young mother of a toddler and an infant, living in Sheikh Jarrah, uncertain about
the fate of her husband. On arriving home, he told her that he had reached the convoy
uncharacteristically late that day and had managed to jump into the last car, where he weathered
the hours-long attack. The British soldier who discovered him expressed surprise that he was still
alive. The Ullmann family eventually moved to Rehavia and fit right into the intellectual elite
established there.
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Jewish tradition teaches that a person achieves wisdom and understanding (bina) at the age of
40 (Pirkei Avot 5.21). It was at that age that Lisa decided to leave hospital nursing and register in
Hebrew University for a course of study in linguistics and classical studies. She completed a B.A.
and an M.A. (1971, magna cum laude), writing her master’s thesis under the supervision of Chaim
Wirszubski on the topic, “Ecstasy and Divine Madness in the writings of Plato and their Latin
translations by Marsilio Ficino”. Immediately on receiving her M.A. she was invited to teach in
the Hebrew University Classics Department, where she trained several generations of students in
Greek language and literature until her retirement as senior lecturer in 1989, and then on a
voluntary basis for another nine years. Among her former students — some of whom are now
professors in different fields, themselves near or past retirement age — she is remembered for her
rigor and exactitude. An oral tradition still circulating recounts the apprehension she would cause
by peering over her glasses and asking quietly with a faint smile about the details of a grammatical
form, the valuable reward for a correct answer being Lisa’s approval indicated by lack of
correction.

She applied the same rigor to herself. As she recounted later, she decided to stop teaching
when she forgot the name of an ancient author in front of a class. One factual slip, which must
have caused considerable personal discomfort, set her standard for public performance: zero
tolerance for error. The obsession with accuracy, together with a respect for textual integrity and
sensitivity to nuances of language, mark the few scientific studies she published during her
teaching career: a Greek inscription from northern Israel (SCI 1994), a Byzantine mosaic floor
inscription (IMJ 1994), two ostraca in the Israel Museum (ZPE 1996). The same qualities of mind
and temperament served her well as one of the editors of Scripta Classica Israelica (1983-1990).
The editors who followed her, relying on her uncompromising attention to accuracy of detail,
routinely sent her articles to check precision and correct language (her English was flawless and
sophisticated).

Fortunately, the memory lapse in front of students in 1998 that made Lisa feel compelled to
leave teaching did not lead her to restrain her intellect or sheathe her considerable skills, for in the
same year (after much deliberation) she accepted the invitation from Israel Carmel, head of
Carmel Publishing House, to translate Josephus’ Bellum Judaicum into Hebrew. This became her
magnum opus in all senses: the resulting volume that emerged 10 years later is more than 750
pages long (the translation itself occupying 525 pages), and it is a significant accomplishment of
scholarship and interpretation. To say that it renders a difficult and multi-faceted Greek text, very
much enmeshed in the personality and problems of its author as well as the exigencies of his time,
into readable, precise and often elegant Hebrew, is to understate the accomplishment.

Lisa’s purpose was manifold, and her purpose determined her own method and style. At the
start of the project, she wished to render Josephus’ text into a literary Hebrew that would be not
only comprehensible and inviting to the contemporary Hebrew reader but also — remarkably — a
Hebrew that she believed Josephus could understand himself. She began translating Book 1 with
the idea of using no Hebrew word that Josephus himself would not have known. When that
stricture became an impossible obstacle to clarity and precision, she admitted later vocabulary and
even contemporary coinages, but still insisted on adhering to a level and tone that she felt reflected
some of the rhetorical character and nuance of Josephus’ Greek at its best. Yet from the point of
view of style and clarity, she improved Josephus, since she prudently made little effort to imitate
the sudden changes in register in the Greek of the Bellum Judaicum; she admired Josephus’ best
writing, particularly in the carefully composed speeches. Moreover, as she proceeded with the
daily labor of translation, Lisa became sensitive to Josephus’ attempt in almost every section of
his history, often within a single sentence, to address more than one audience simultaneously.
Josephus had multiple, conflicting agendas. He was a tortured person, and this is frequently
imprinted in tortured grammar and syntax. Such is the dilemma of a translator: whether and how
to render a deliberate or careless ambiguity, an enigmatic expression or even infelicity in the
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original, at the risk of confusing the reader. The translation process brought Lisa unique insights
into Josephus’ language and literary technique, which she was able to convey in two (co-authored)
articles on literary aspects of the Bellum Judaicum, published in this journal in 2002 and 2004.

In addition, Lisa sought in her translation to understand and when possible to bring out the
cultural and literary references in Josephus’ Greek. After all, Josephus says that on arriving in
Rome after the war he immersed himself in literary studies, and he admits also that he used
learned assistants to help with his Greek. Thus Lisa conducted mini-studies of probably hundreds
of Greek words — words that she knew well, but in an effort to grasp how Josephus may have
understood them, she traced the use of each one in literature from the Classical period to Josephus’
time. To the same end, after preparing her own first draft of each section of the text, and also to
make sure she did not miss any historical reference or implication, she would consult every
commentary and translation of the same section in English, German, French, Italian and Hebrew
— although, so far as that is concerned, her systematic consultation of other translations often led
to her dismiss, with mild disgust, the lack of perception of her predecessors. The reader of her
translation of Josephus’ Bellum Judaicum is unaware that individual words in her flowing
sentences were sometimes chosen only after hours of thought and research.

Upon finishing her translation of Josephus, showing little sign of flagging energy at the age of
87, Lisa looked for a new translation project. She considered many possibilities, including a
translation of a text from the Hippocratic corpus, which would combine her two life professions,
nursing (which she always recalled fondly) and Classical Greek. In the end she accepted a request
from Noah Hacham to help translate 3 Maccabees; this project, which is in the production stage
and will soon be published, was the last one Lisa would finish.

Putting aside her own accomplishments, Lisa used to say that her greatest source of pride was
her large and impressive family, which she referred to as “my tribe”. Her memory endures in her
tribe, her well-trained students (and their students), and generations of future readers of her work.

Jonathan Price



