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The Rise of the Literary Center in
Palestine

ZOHAR SHAVIT

Hebrew literary centers in Europe began to decline towards the end of
the nineteenth century except for a short period between 1880 and 1890,
during which they flourished. After that, it should be said, they never
managed to recover, in spite of extensive efforts and huge investments to
reestablish centers in various areas of Europe at the beginning of the
twentieth century. At the same time, with fewer resources involved, an
alternative center arose in Palestine the development of which was long,
complex and painful.

Before dealing with the issue of the decline and rise of the Hebrew lit-
crary centers, one’s understanding of the term “literary center” should be
clarified. “Literary center” here refers to an area in which an established
group of writers consistently, over a period oftime, produce literary texts
through established literary institutions (such as periodicals and pub-
lishing houses) and address those texts to potential or real groups of read-
ers who, in one way or another, support the literary establishment, either
commercially or ideologically. Hence, this notion involves more than
merely a group of writers, whatever the value of their writing, but as-
sumes also the existence of a potential or actual readership and of literary
institutions.

With this notion as a point of departure and with the assumption that it
is the structure of literary institutions that determines their ability to
function, we shal] briefly examine the role that the nature of the literary
institutions played in the decline of the Hebrew literary centers in
Europe on the one hand, and on the other the attempt (successful in the
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historical perspective) to build a center in Palestine, which until then
was devoid of any basis from which the necessary institutions could de-
velop for such a center.

Two questions will have to be asked here:

1. What happened to the Hebrew cultural life in Europe which had
appeared to be so promising in 1880, yet looked so hopeless by the begin-
ning of the twentieth century?

2. What were the reasons for the transfer of the literary centers from
Europe to Palestine, a transfer which had already begun in 1910, when
all the conditions (by any objective criteria) were against such a transfer
(the economic situation and the lack of any Jewish intellectual base)?

Before answering these questions, the widespread view that it was the
Holocaust that destroyed the Hebrew centers in Europe should be re-
Jected. The Holocaust might have swept away the remainders of the
declining centers, but by the 1930s the only Hebrew cultural center in
existence was in Palestine. True, it was stil] supported by Jews in Europe
and America and its economic basis was as it had always been; but never-
theless it was regarded not only as the hegemonic center but as the only
Hebrew cultural center in the world.

The reasons for this were of course complicated and involved with
various factors, but primarily there were two reasons: (1) the different le-
gitimations and motivations for the existence of a Hebrew center in
Palestine as opposed to Europe; and (2) the liability of maintaining a
fully stratified cultural life for authentic readers which was “natural”
only in the ytshuy, while efforts to maintain such cultural strata in Europe
turned out to be futile due to the different nature of the reading public
there. The preference of a “natural” and authentic cultural life over an ar-
tificial one accounts, then, for the transfer of the cultural center to
Palestine, in spite of the economic, social and intellectual obstacles, and
in spite of the fact that the men of letters in Europe refused to accept the
decline of the Hebrew centers and preferred to stick to their image of
these centers as flourishing and possessing high potential.

The image of the flourishing European centers was the result of the sta-
tus of these centers between 1880 and 1890. The Hebrew centers in
Europe did experience ten years of flourishing development. During
those years, literary life was more active than at any other time in the his-
tory of modern Hebrew literature. New periodicals and newspapers ap-
peared: haasif, hashiloah, luah ahiasaf, hayom, hatzefirg, and hamelitz, among
others. Hundreds of new books were published by new publishing houses
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(Ahiasaf, Sifrei Agora, Tushia and Moria). The number of readers grew
tremendously (10,000 copies of haasif were sold in 1884). Writers were
paid royalties for the first time in the history of modern Hebrew
literature. "

But the image was misleading and actually had no real basis, because
thc.z increasing literary activity had neither a real claim nor any reader-
§h1p upon which to depend. In Brenner’s words: “The boughs of the trees
Increased sometimes, but the roots were becoming fewer and fewer.”
Wh.at happened to the roots? Hebrew literature was losing its roots. Its
main problem was the lack of strongly motivated readers who would re-
spond to the efforts to supply their cultural needs in Hebrew, because
these could be supplied to them by European or even Yiddish literature.
The readership, which had always been small (except during a very short
period), began to shrink during the period of intense activity at the end of
the century, as is indicated by the poor status of periodicals. The most
prestigious periodical, hashiloah, closed for two years due to a decrease in
!}he number of its subscribers to 700. hador was closed in 1902 because it
c;ould not attract the necessary 1,000 subscribers, and the attempt to
reestablish it in 1904 resulted in financial catastrophe.

This, however, was not the case in Palestine, for in Palestine there de-
Yeloped a public for whom the Hebrew language was, at first for ideolog-
ical reasons and later in practice, both the everday and the cultural lan-
guage. This public, which had a high regard for culture on the whole and
for literature in particular, supplied the opportunity for the first time to
build an authentic cultural life.

This result, however, was not reached immediately —quite the con-
trary. Attempts were made to rebuild Hebrew centers in Moscow (dvir
and stiebel); Germany (dvir, amanut, Schocken); London (hameorer, iyim)
and in America (miklat, hador, bitzaron); but they were all doomed to fail-
ure. Once the failure became obvious, it was realized that Palestine
could offer something that did not exist anywhere else. Some writers,
such as Brenner and Redler, realized this as early as 1909, and others,
§uch as Bialik, as late as the middle of the 1920s. Many people involved
in litex:ary activity began to emigrate to Palestine, So many went that at
an anti-zionist meeting, which took place in February 1924, Dr. Coresh
Adler claimed that too many writers, teachers and intellectuals were go-
ing to Palestine and would be a real burden on the community. There
they took part in the establishment of periodicals, publishing houses,
trade unions, and so on. Moreover, in Palestine they created not merely
a center of literature, as was the case in Europe, but a fully stratified cul-
tural life, which was composed of specialist and popular literature, mu-
sic, painting and theater. Such a cultural life was possible not only be-
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cause culture on the whole and literature in particular enjoyed a high
status—both in Europe and in Palestine —but also because it was based
on a new and stable reading public, small in absolute numbers (the num-
ber of copies of each book bought in Palestine hardly exceeded
1,000 during the first decade, 3,000 copies during the twenties), but
huge in proportion to the population. The writers and their public not
only regarded Palestine as the Massada of Hebrew culture but, unlike
their counterparts in Europe, believed widespread cultural life to be a
necessary precondition for the establishment of the Jewish community in
Palestine. Moreover, culture was regarded as an indication of the exist-
ence of such a community. Because of this they were ready to take part in
many enterprises, even at the cost of personal sacrifice, in order to have
the fullest possible cultural life. It should be admitted that many of their
activities and plans were never realized and many failed. Yet, as figures
show, by 1926, 23 publishing houses were reported to exist in Palestine.
In 1928, 321 books were published in Palestine, while only nine Hebrew
books were published in Poland and six in Germany. In addition, the
readers were willing to support this enterprise: 12,000 books were sold
that year each month to a population of 160,000.

True, the economic basis was shaky and the center in Palestine needed
the support of the Jews in Europe and America. Periodicals like ketuvim
were sold in equal numbers in Europe, America and Palestine
(1,500 copies); but over 2,000 copies of the newspaper davar were sold in
Palestine, while only 684 copies were sold abroad in 1928. However,
this support decreased towards the 1930s. (During 1926, for instance,
over 1,000 copies of Bialik’s book were sold in Palestine — while only
170 copies were sold in all of Europe and America.) These facts indicate
the hegemonic status of the Palestine center, which was supplying books
to Europe and America, in contrast to its dependent position at the be-
ginning of the twentieth century. Relations between the centers in
Palestine and other centers had changed. In Palestine, men of letters no
longer needed to appeal to writers in Europe and pray for literary mate-
rial. They could now supply all their own cultural needs, as well as those
of Jews living abroad.

The process of this transfer of the cultural center to Palestine started at
the outset of the twentieth century, and was completed in the 1930s. Dur-
ing this process a small and deprived Jewish community managed to
build and support in Palestine a fully stratified cultural life which had
practically no commercial basis, but nevertheless had a very strong ideo-
logical claim and motivation which made its existence possible.



