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TRANSLATED VS. ORIGINAL LITERATURE IN THE CREATION OF THE LITERARY CENTER
IN EREZ ISRAEL

by ZoHAR & YAaaKov SHAVIT

[Hebrew article: 45-68; bibliography: 58-59)

The end of the second decade of this century was a crucial
period in the history of the modern Jewish community in
Eres-Israel. Those years were characterized by a mes-
sianic fervor that developed after the Balfour Declaration
and the “Jewish legions;" the new possibilities for realiz-
ing Zionism that opened up after the British conquest of
the country, and the increased self-awareness of the
Jewish community and its attempts to become an
autonomous society. !

At that period, there was a profound recogmuon of the
function of Hebrew literature and literature in Hebrew,
and of the importance of a Hebrew literary center within

the general process of evolving an autonomous Jewish.

society. The maintenance of a literary center in Erez-
Israel was especially urgent because activity in the centers
of Europe was diminishing. This was clearly indicated by
the situation in the Hebrew publishing field: in 1928 only
nine Hebrew books were published in Poland, and six in
Germany, while about one book a day appeared in Erez-
Israel.

The transfer -of the Hebrew literary center to Eres-
Israel occurred in two stages. The first took place in the

(1) At the time the literary center in Erez-Israel was
just starting to take shape with tremendous material diffi-

. culty, translated literature was accorded a vital function.

Contrary to what happened later, it was not then thought
to be in competition with original works and Hebrew
culture. In fact it was deemed a sine qua non for the
creation of a literary center, in the absence of which there
would be no reading public, no evolution of publishing,
no expansion of the printing industry. It was the desire to
see all these flourish that determined the status of trans-
lated literature. Some of the translating was also designed
to provide literary work for the writers who had settled in
the country, and during the war years the activity of the
Palestine Office in this area was based first and foremost
on the need to at least provide those writers with a mini-
mal standard of living. In 1914 that Office set up a com-
mittee composed of Dr. Nissan Turov, J.H. Brenner and
Yizhak Wilkansky (thé documents of which are in large
measure the basis of this article). In the middle of the
war, the committee planned a comprehensive project for
the translation of classics, and.gave out more than thirty

assignments. Only a few of them were published during

the war, by the ““Ba-kfar” publishing company, and the
majority were issued after the war by various publishers,
after the translators had released the manuscripts.
Translated literature also fulfilled some of the functlons'
of original literature, either because original literature was

- unable to fulfill them due to the absence of literary

ability, or because the literary norms of original prose
were unsuitable. Thus translated literature fulfilled func-
tions ordinarily reserved for original literature, and this
was manifested in the fact that certain literary genres
were avilable only in translation, as were works in certain
areas of culture.

Somewhat later. translated literature was conceived as a

1910s about the time Brenner moved there, and was
related to his literary activity undertaken out of a feeling
of being the “last on the ramparts” which he had already
expressed earlier when trying to set up a literary center in
London. During that period, awareness of the central
function of literature in the development of the Jewish
community in Erez-Israel was interpreted to mean the
need to produce many books and flood the country with
books, original and translated. The books were supposed
to fill the needs of the educated readers, the. reading
craftsmen, the school children and the students, in the
Hebrew language.

The attitude to translated literature in those years, and
the considerations which dictatéd the choice of the trans-
lated books, are described, based on pnmary source mat-
erial and public archives, mainly “Genazim ' (Tel Avnv)'
and the Zionist Archives (Jerusalem).

The intensive awareness at the time of the need for
translated literature led to deliberations dealing with two
questions: 1) What was the proper ratio between trans-
lated and original literature, and 2) what considerations
should affect the selection of books for translation.

standard-setter for original literature and a model to be
imitated. It was assumed also that translated literature
prepared the ground by getting the public accustomed to
reading Hebrew, and.by'compelling original literature to
rise to its level. Asher Barash, one of the dominant fig-
ures in the literary center of the period, believed that
translated literature would force a change in Hebrew lit-
erature ‘in the direction of increased emphasis on realistic
description and plot, in which’most of the literature trans-
lated during the 1920s excelled.

(2) In the preceding decade two points of view are
traceable in translation policy. One can be described as
the value-esthetic approach, and the other as the value-
popular approach. _

The value-esthetic approach, represented by Brenner
and Berl Katznelson, held that translated literature should
reflect values in harmony' with the social ideology of the
labor movement, and therefore books outside that categ-
ory should not be translated even if their literary value
was unassailable. Translated literature was conceived as
part of the didactic system producing the ethos promoted
by the labor movement, and the prime consideration in
the choice of books for translation was whether they were
in keeping with that ethos.

The value-popular approach, represented by Dr. Turov
and Zeev Jabotinsky, held that both original and trans-
lated literature must first of all be readable, and conse-
quentiy based on an appealing and gripping plot. The

. prime consideration in choosing a book for translation

into Hebrew was not how well it fit a certain ethos, but
how readable and exciting it was. Only a book of that
sort, the value-popular approach felt, could educate the
readers to the national and human values the value-
esthetic approach wished to transmit to the public.






