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            PREFACE

         

         Of modern Jewish poets, Bialik is the most influential, culturally and politically, and in some ways the best. Measured as a Hebrew poet against the biblical standard of the Book of Isaiah or of Job, or the Song of Songs, Bialik is a major poet: there is no disputing his originality, power and mastery. Bialik is, perhaps, the only modern Hebrew poet who warrants comparison with the great Romantics – with Pushkin, Schiller, and Wordsworth – who, more than the Modernists, his contemporaries, represented to him (as to most of the Russian and Jewish intelligentsia of his time) the ideals of Enlightenment, high culture and poetic genius. In the original Hebrew, Bialik’s poems display extraordinary thematic versatility and emotional range, but their lasting significance is their rare power to move and inspire, to astonish and delight. Though the sentimentality and rhetoric of his early and late poems are not to everyone’s taste, most of the poems of his greatest period, in Odessa 1900–11, are instantly recognizable in Hebrew for their sensitivity and toughness, precision and musicality. These are among the finest poems in Hebrew, and it is worth learning Hebrew to read them.

         Yet, Bialik is important for other reasons as well. His poetry represents in miniature a summing up and recasting of an entire, mostly religious, literary tradition in modern secular form. It is poetry of metamorphosis, from victimization to empowerment, from traditional passive faith to scepticism and political activism, from disillusionment to new hope. Bialik was instrumental in transforming Hebrew poetry from primarily a religious mode of expression and, among a growing minority, a didactic vehicle for the Jewish Enlightenment (Haskalah), into a powerful instrument of cultural nationalism and artistic self-expression. xii His poetry also enacts the transition from the relatively stable and primitive rural village existence of East–European Jews to the sophistication, opportunities, and anomie of urban life.

         With the collapse of traditional Jewish life in the newly-created Soviet Union after the 1917 revolution, Bialik in common with countless others became a penniless refugee. He found shelter first in war-ravaged Berlin, then from 1925, in the tiny boom-town of Tel Aviv, now under British mandatory rule, where he lived until his death in 1934. Looking back on his childhood in a Ukrainian backwater, Bialik must have felt at times that his early existence, though in some ways paradisal, was virtually medieval, since so much had changed, and so rapidly.

         The image of the poet remains complex, enigmatic, and often paradoxical: as a secular poet in a religious literary tradition; an artist bereaved in childhood; a public figure with intensely private concerns; a prophet who felt himself to be corrupt; a charismatic icon who exposed the sham of his public image; a sensitive love poet plaintively bewailing the love he never knew; a national poet of a people who for two thousand years had rejected political nationalism; a poet who wrote of despair with such confidence and power that he instilled in his people a sense of purpose and hope; and a critic of the national cause which he ably represented, setting, for the first time in Hebrew, the poet above the religious figure as custodian of national culture.1

         The contrast between his styles and moods – the thundering prophet and the child-like mystic, for example – continues to fascinate. The poems are impressive for the variety of their styles and emotional range. Even in translation, they can be profound and moving. For those with only the rudiments of Hebrew, it should be clear that Bialik was a master of the craft of poetry, of rhyme and metre, diction and nuance.2 He had a superb ear for the sound of the Hebrew language. He, as much as any Hebrew poet, reminds the reader that the Hebrew for ‘poetry’ is ‘song’, shira. No other Hebrew poet has had so many of his lyrics set to music. xiii

         The deep conflicts in Bialik are reflected in his poetics. Bialik returned Hebrew poetry to free verse after over a thousand years of metre and rhyme. He never abandoned them, but in 1897 – the year of the First Zionist Congress – he turned for the first time to free verse. It may be that nationalism triggered in him poetic emancipation, a rejection of non-Jewish European (ultimately Arabic) poetic forms, and a return to the rough and tumble of the biblical prophetic style. The cumulative effect of his poetry is of fragments made whole, a raw and wild gift disciplined, masculine power and feminine sensitivity harmonized, despair and hope reconciled, the personal and the national united, religious feeling harnessed to the national cause.

         Time has increased the irony that the Jewish national poet should in fact be an unrecognized poet of the Ukrainian landscape which he loved. In contrast, when Bialik writes of Zion he does not know what he is describing but draws on ancient literary constructs deriving to a large extent from the Bible and Talmud. Bialik’s poetry is a living reminder that Jewish nationalism was based to an unusual extent on the literary imagination, on the power of the word.

         Bialik’s poetry is part of the history of Russia and America as well as Israel. Bialik belonged to an extraordinary, deeply split generation of Russian Jews who, as socialists and revolutionaries, had disproportionate influence on the course of the Russian Revolution and the formation of the early Soviet state. As emigrants, the Russian Jews made up the bulk of the American Jewish community – about two million by the outbreak of the First World War in 1914. Most importantly in the context of Bialik’s emergence as a Jewish national poet is the fact that the Russian Jews comprised the vast majority of the first three aliyot (mass emigrations to Palestine), in 1881–1900, 1903–14, and 1917–21, a total of about 100,000 people. Significantly, each aliyah coincided with a wave of Russian pogroms. Without the Russian Jews, the foundation of the Jewish state could not have been built.

         The three key historical events of Bialik’s formative years were the first two waves of Russian pogroms, in 1881–2 and xiv1903–6, and the establishment of the World Zionist Organization by Theodor Herzl in 1897. The moral vision based on a revival of history and culture which Bialik articulated in his poetry and in his program of kinnus (‘ingathering’ of Jewish culture through the ages into a unified whole) gave direction to radical political activism. Bialik’s poetry, in its striving and turbulence, its passion and despair, its rage and hope, is a mirror of the age. It makes clearer than any other body of creative writing the emotional forces driving about a third of the Russian Jewish population of nearly five million to emigrate in the years 1881–1914.

         At the same time, although class warfare is not a theme in Bialik’s works, the revolutionary character of his poetry in Hebrew and in Jabotinsky’s Russian translations was an inspiration to socialists and was part of the Russian Zeitgeist in the period leading up to the Russian Revolution. Though Bialik wrote exclusively for Jews, his poetry is universalist in its overriding concern with the struggle for personal and national fulfillment. He was the first modern Hebrew writer to be widely translated and to have a large non-Jewish readership.

         Bialik was a leader of an elite group of Jewish intellectuals cut off by their secular education (usually self-achieved and incomplete) from the orthodox Jewish tradition into which they had been born, but equally alienated by anti-Semitism from gentile society. Traditional bastions of Jewish identity described by Bialik, such as the bet midrash and yeshiva were seen as retrograde, futile retreats into the past, irrelevant, even dangerous in the face of the massive need for action and change confronting Russian Jewry. After 1881, the idea of assimilation or ‘Russification’ under the banner of Enlightenment was no longer viable. Russian Jewry after 1881 underwent a severe crisis of identity and self-definition in reaction to the pogroms and the anti-Semitic legislation (the so-called ‘May Laws’ of May 1882) which blamed the Jews for provoking the pogroms. Wounded and lacking an outlet for intellectual gifts refined by one of the most exacting of educational traditions, a small but decisive number of Russian Jews turned to nationalism and to Hebrew culture as a new basis for crumbling Jewish solidarity. xvThis almost totally unexpected turn from the universal ideals of the Enlightenment to more narrow, aggressive aims of nationalism was general in nineteenth-century Europe. Virtually unique, though, was the revival and secularization of an ancient culture and language in a land which most Jews had never seen.

         The feeling of national exile in Bialik’s poems was given added poignancy and conviction by Bialik’s sense of personal exile as a child orphaned of his father at six and separated soon after from his mother. Bialik constantly returned in his poetry to these traumas, which could be interpreted or misinterpreted as expressions of longing for reunion with the motherland. In a career lasting over 40 years, Bialik’s poetic output was relatively small – after 1911 he hardly wrote poetry except for children – yet practically every poem of his, especially in the years 1900–11, has a distinct character and contributes both to the psychological map of the poet and the spirit of the age.

         A number of personal and national themes recur in Bialik’s poems. A sign of the relative poverty of Hebrew literature of the late nineteenth century is that his earliest published poetry, in the 1890s, when he was still in his teens, though relatively weak and derivative, immediately established him as a leading Hebrew poet. After the death of Judah Leib Gordon in 1892, Bialik had the field virtually to himself. Bialik’s fame spread with In the City of Slaughter, written after the Kishinev pogrom in 1903. This was one of a series of ‘poems of wrath’ written in a stirring neo-prophetic style during the pogroms of 1903–6. At the other extreme, in some cases contemporaneously, Bialik wrote delicate love lyrics and semi-mystical poetry which are as quiet and private as the others are loud and public. Another group are the folk poems, frequently set to music, which have delighted generations of children as well as their parents, though the poems for children and grown-ups are closely related. The jouissance in his poetry, though often in a minor key, is that of a child alone in a toy shop: the poetry is not work but play and song.

         Still, Bialik took a great risk in writing Hebrew as part of a movement that might easily have failed. He persisted in his total commitment to Jewish cultural nationalism, supported by xvian outstanding literary circle in Odessa, led by Ahad Ha’am and Mendele Mocher Sefarim, and by an elite and exceptionally discerning readership.3 Each poem he wrote was pored over by some of the sharpest, most critical readers in Tsarist Russia, many of whom had spent years intensely studying and arguing over sacred texts. These readers were highly sensitive to the conflicts inherent in Bialik’s poetry between a powerful Jewish religious tradition and the call of a new, untried, attractive, and frightening secular world. They responded to the subtleties of his language, its play and allusiveness, its often shocking use of sacred texts in a profane context, the radical break with the past while deriving power from it. Bialik’s closest intellectual and emotional affinity was with this class of uprooted, disillusioned Jewish intellectuals.

         Bialik’s poetry can be read or sung and appeals to a wide variety of readers, but ideally it should also be studied. For in common with his readers, Bialik was born into a world in which Hebrew literature mainly meant the Bible, the Talmud and the siddur, the prayer book, and it was still possible for one person to read everything of value in Hebrew. His mastery of Hebrew in all its strata was reinforced by his scholarly work on talmudic and midrashic aggadah (Jewish legend and folklore) and on the Mishnah, as well as on modern editions of the medieval Hebrew poets Solomon ibn Gabirol and Moses ibn Ezra.

         The richness and power of Bialik’s language have roots both in the Jewish and Russian traditions: in both, the function of literature is to change people and societies for the better. And in this aim Bialik succeeded as much as any national poet: a decade and a half after his death, the people whom he lambasted and lamented, who at the time of his birth had no territory of their own nor a political organization to achieve one, created an independent state. Bialik’s legacy is not just the militancy that brought Israeli statehood and survival but also the thriving national culture that could not have survived anywhere else.

         
            * * * *

         

         xviiThis book was originally commissioned by Peter Halban in 1986 as a general introduction to Bialik, and the first in what became the distinguished Jewish Thinkers series. It is a pleasure to thank Peter again, now that the book is appearing as an ebook over thirty years later. Peter’s commission was a great honour as at the time I had no academic position and it was uncertain if I would obtain one. Sir Isaiah Berlin, whom I knew from my time as a Junior Fellow at the Oxford Centre for Hebrew Studies (I being the most junior of Junior Fellows and he the most senior of Senior Fellows), had suggested me to Peter, his step-son, as he was just setting out as a publisher. Peter and I were both unknowns going, as it were, into the unknown. Isaiah and I had known one another since 1975, and we often discussed Bialik. Isaiah had read Bialik in the 1920s, when the poet was still alive, and had even heard the poet speak during a visit to London in 1931. When I first met Isaiah, while writing my Oxford M.Litt. on Bialik, this was what most fascinated me in his conversation. Here was a living link with the world of Russian Jewry prior to the Russian Revolution and, as Isaiah related to me, a child witness of the Revolution. Isaiah read an article of mine on Bialik in Encounter, and it seemed clear to him that despite my being a qualified academic with an Oxford D.Phil., I could also write for people who knew little or nothing of Bialik. My feeling at the time was that if Isaiah thought I could do it, I could. This is a good opportunity, therefore, for me to express again my deep gratitude to and affection for Isaiah as well as to Peter and Martine Halban for making this book possible. Over thirty years on, the book still serves its original purpose of giving a brief and clear account of Bialik’s life and writings for the general reader – and it is here reprinted as it was published.

         
             

         

         London 2020xviii

         
            Notes

            1 Bialik has been a source of insight in a number of my books: Surviving Trauma: loss, literature and psychoanalysis, New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1989; Charisma in Politics, Religion and the Media, London and New York: Macmillan/ St. Martin’s Press, 1996; and National Poetry, Empires and War, London and New York: Routledge, 2015.

            2 The standard edition of Bialik’s Collected Poems is edited by Dan Miron et al., Dvir & Katz Research Institute for Hebrew Literature: Tel Aviv University, Vol. I: 1983, Vol. II: 1990, Vol. III: 2000. For a bilingual anthology to accompany the present work, see David Aberbach (ed. & transl.), C.N. Bialik: Selected Poems, New York and London: Overlook/ Duckworth.

            3 Ahad Ha’am (‘One of the people’, pen name of Asher Ginsberg, 1856–1927) was the leading theoretician of Jewish nationalism; Mendele Mocher Sefarim (‘Mendele the Bookpeddler’, pen name of S.Y. Abramowitz (1835?–1917) was the most important writer of Hebrew prose fiction prior to the Second World War.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            INTRODUCTION

         

         Half a century after his death, Chaim Nachman Bialik is still frequently described as the finest and most influential modern Hebrew poet. He first became famous for poems written in Tsarist Russia during the pogroms of 1903–6, and for the rest of his life he was hailed, almost uncritically and much against his will, as the poet laureate of Jewish nationalism. He was also regarded as one of the chief Jewish cultural influences of his age. Today he is largely forgotten, except in Israel where school­children learn that Bialik is the national poet of the Jewish people, and where there is hardly a town without a street named for him.

         The reader who knows no Hebrew may find Bialik’s achievement and influence hard to fathom. English versions of his works are mostly antiquated and, in any case, the richness and subtlety of his style, which depends greatly on allusions to classical Hebrew literature, lose much in translation. (Bialik once compared translation to kissing through a handkerchief.) The translator cannot do justice to the immense love and care with which Bialik wrote Hebrew. Nor can he hope to show precisely how well Bialik in his best poems suits form to content, or capture accurately Bialik’s sure instinct for the rhythm and music of Hebrew, or the vast range of his rhymes, metres and moods. The age in which Bialik lived, and which is constantly reflected in his works—the Russian Pale of Settlement, the pogroms, the decline and fall of the Romanovs, the rise of Zionism and of Hebrew as a living language—is, moreover, not well known to most English readers.

         Added to these difficulties are the bewildering variety and complexity of Bialik’s career, or careers, for he was not only a poet, but also, at various times, a writer of fiction, scholar, xiiessayist, businessman, editor, director of a publishing company, educator, children’s writer, translator and, by the end of his life, a public man for all purposes. Each of these might have added up to a career in itself. These roles are interconnected, though it might be said of Bialik, as W. B. Yeats wrote of Major Robert Gregory, that he did each, ‘as though he had but that one trade alone’. In combining the roles of poet and public man, Bialik closely resembles Yeats, Richard Ellmann’s assessment of whom is applicable to Bialik: ‘He spent much of his life attempting to understand the deep contradictions within his mind, and was perhaps most alive to that which separated the man of action lost in reverie from the man of reverie who could not quite find himself in action’.1

         The fragmented nature of Bialik’s career mirrors his life story and his inner life. He once wrote that his life consisted of ‘nothing but broken tunes of various instruments, each one playing for itself, and happening to be at the same place—and if they formed one partly whole tune, it’s a miracle.’2 Like Yeats, too, Bialik made no secret of the often inseparable links between his art and his life. For this reason, a knowledge of the poet’s life is virtually indispensable to understanding his art. Unfortunately there is as yet no full-length biography or critical study of Bialik in English. Fischel Lachower’s standard Hebrew biography, while still extremely useful, is unfinished and out of date.

         The chief aims of this book are to set out the main facts about Bialik’s life and career, and to explore the historical, social and literary background to his spectacular rise as a Romantic-nationalist poet. Yet Bialik’s enduring greatness is not as a national poet. The fascination of his art lies precisely in his ambivalence to his national role, his obsession with intensely private themes, and the unexpected interplay between the legendary public figure and the confessional lyric poet.

      

   


   
      
         
1
            1

            THE MAN AND THE LEGEND

         

         
            The misery at home, the bitter orphanhood, weighed heavily on me. I was invited by relatives to a wedding party. The light and music filled my heart, which thirsted so badly to feel joy again. Like a madman I danced barefoot to the music. I forgot myself, but my heart longed to join a circle, to cleave to something, to belong. Though my hands were stretched out, no one took them. Pushed and struggling from ring to ring, I didn’t see that I was slowly being pushed out of the door. I danced alone in the courtyard by the entrance. For a long time I went round until mother found me and took me home.1

         

         Practically all that we know about Bialik’s childhood and adolescence comes from Bialik himself and was written down many years after the events described. Though the details are not always reliable—at times they are openly mythical—the deep feeling expressed in the poetry may itself be taken as a trustworthy gauge of his inner biography. Bialik was born on 11 January 1873 in the Ukrainian village of Radi (Radomyshl) to Joseph Isaac Bialik, a timber merchant, and his wife, Dinah Priva.2 Both parents had been married previously. Bialik was the second of three surviving children; at least two other siblings died during his early childhood. Like Wordsworth, he remem­bered his first years as a lost paradise whose splendour he could still occasionally glimpse and recapture in his poetry: the paradise did not last. When Bialik was five, his father’s business failed and the family moved to the nearby town of Zhitomir, capital of Volhynia. Joseph Isaac had family there, including his father, Jacob Moses, a venerable, wealthy businessman who had retired many years previously to devote his life to prayer and study.3 2Here Bialik’s father set up as a tavern keeper. In the poem ‘Avi’ (My Father, 1928), Bialik remembered him studying the Mishna while drunkards staggered in and out of the tavern.4 Quiet and spiritual, he was the antithesis of the mother, a deeply emotional woman who was chiefly remembered in Radi and Zhitomir for her wailing at funerals. Bialik claimed to have inherited the qualities of both parents.5 He seems also to have connected the dual nature of his poetry—the tender reflective lyrics and the contrasting poems of thunderous emotion—with the vexing opposites of his early life.

         Zhitomir in the 1870s was in a state of economic depression. Business went poorly and the father fell ill and died—Bialik was seven at the time and this loss had a momentous impact on his character and creativity. ‘If only my father had lived,’ he wrote many years later to a friend:

         
            If only I had grown on his knees … he would have educated me in his way, according to my abilities. He would have taught me: this is the way for you to go, and I would not have been torn into ten pieces, my steps would have been sure on this chosen path. I would have had a settled mind, a man among men, knowing his worth and his place, happy and successful all his days. But because my father died and I was raised by my grandfather, my education passed into the hands of strangers and my defeat was total.6

         

         Perhaps equally traumatic was his separation from his mother, who was unable to support her children single-handed. Soon after her husband’s death she turned Bialik and his sister over to her in-laws in Zhitomir and went to live with relatives in the far-off village of Zashkov. Bright and mischievous, in mourning for his parents (though he did see his mother occasionally), Bialik found life with his aged grandparents almost unbearably stifling. In a posthumous fragment, he described his grandfather:

         
            This old man, of blessed memory, mortified himself in the fear of God, he studied the Torah for its own sake—and educated me in his own way. While he was strict by 3nature, like all old men who don’t approve of the ebullience of youth, I was naturally bold, like children in general and orphans in particular.7

         

         In another posthumous piece, Bialik described the tormenting regime which the old puritan apparently tried to impose on him, the endless learning equated with virtue, the Talmud, Zohar, prayers each day,

         
            A hundred blessings, bundle upon bundle of mitzvot [commandments] and the minutiae of mitzvot,  and the minutiae of the minutiae, from the day the Lord created the Chumash [Five Books of Moses] until the last book of laws or ethics was written down … And all this labour the Jew is obliged to undertake, is not free to be rid of and escape, even for one hour.8

         

         By the time he reached the age of thirteen, Bialik was regarded as an intellectual prodigy. He studied on his own in the local synagogue and, he recalled, was consulted on questions of Jewish law.

         At seventeen he left home, to spend the next sixteen months at the yeshivah (school for advanced study of the Talmud) in the Lithuanian town of Volozhin, one of the greatest centres of Jewish learning in eastern Europe. While at the yeshivah, he began to write Hebrew poetry and prose and learned to read Russian. He came under the sway of Ahad Ha’am (‘One of the people’, pen name of Asher Ginzburg, 1856–1927), the most influential Hebrew essayist of the age. Intoxicated by his essays, Bialik joined a clandestine Zionist society founded by Ahad Ha’am. ‘Every word that Ahad Ha’am wrote,’ he recalled several years later, ‘seemed to be addressed to me, to my innermost thoughts. I could feel that a new era was coming in the world of our literature.’9 He published his first Hebrew article in 1891 in the prestigious journal Ha-Melitz  (The Advocate), on the concept of a spiritual centre for the Jewish people in the Land of Israel.10

         Although Bialik was a talented student, the yeshivah was too narrow for his taste. The intensity of his studies diminished as he 4became increasingly impatient: ‘In the first days of spring I would escape the yeshivah and race like a madman through the streets and alleys of Volozhin, my heart struggling like a trapped bird: I must get away.’11 His ambition at this time was to gain a university degree or qualify as a rabbi in a modern orthodox rabbinical seminary in Berlin. (He had been turned down by the latter as he had no high school diploma.) To prepare himself for these goals he decided to go to Odessa, at that time the centre of Hebrew literary life and of the nascent Zionist movement. In September 1891 he left Volozhin without telling his grandfather, who would have totally condemned his ambitions, having written letters to be forwarded periodically to his grandparents by his friends at the yeshivah. Once he arrived in Odessa, however, he found that his plans could not easily be put into practice:

         
            Wild, shy, dumb, unmannered, I came to Odessa—penniless, with only vague hopes—for no sooner had I arrived than I predicted that I would get nowhere. In a big city like this, a boy like me would get lost. And that’s how it was: for six months I wandered like a lost lamb in Odessa. Starved and tormented, I lived in cellars with victims of tuberculosis. No one knew.12

         

         Yet in Odessa the course of his life was changed by a series of fateful encounters. He met his idol Ahad Ha’am, as well as M. L. Lilienblum (1843–1910), one of the leaders of the proto-Zionist Ḥibbat  Zion  (Lovers of Zion) movement, and his future friend and collaborator J. H. Ravnitzky (1863–1943). His poems made a great impression on the Hebrew circle in Odessa—at this time good Hebrew poetry was scarce. Several months later, Rav­nitzky published one of these poems, ‘El ha-Tzippor’ (To the Bird), a sentimental lyric of longing for Zion, in an anthology of Hebrew writings. By the age of nineteen, Bialik was recognized as the most promising of the younger Hebrew poets.

         Meanwhile, Bialik had returned to Zhitomir to find his grandfather and his elder half-brother dying. A period of grief and confusion was followed by happier times. In the following year, in June 1893, he married Manya Averbach, the daughter of 5a well-to-do timber merchant—it was an arranged marriage. In her memoirs, Manya recalled that her father had wanted to further Bialik’s ambitions in Berlin but, failing that, bought him some forest land in the woods of Korosten, near Kiev. For the next four years Bialik worked for his father-in-law as a timber merchant. Like his father many years previously, he would spend weekdays in the forest and come home for the Sabbath. His isolation spurred his creativity. He wrote profusely, including the long, ambitious poem Ha-Matmid  (The Talmud Student, 1896–7), based largely on his memories of the Volozhin yeshivah. Many of his overtly ‘national’ poems, denouncing the Jewish people for their apathy or calling for their revival, were written at this time. His marriage, happy in other respects, was childless, which remained to the end of his life a source of pain, frustration and inferiority.

         The First Zionist Congress convened by Theodor Herzl in Basle in 1897 was a watershed in Bialik’s growth as a poet. Zionism had already made a considerable impact on the Jews in the Russian empire. The first modern wave of Jewish immi­grants to Palestine had come mostly from among the Russian Jews during and after the pogroms of 1881–2. With the creation of the World Zionist Congress by Herzl, the Russian delegates, representing nearly 400 Zionist societies, constituted nearly one-third of the total delegates. Now that Zionism had become an international political movement, the revival of Hebrew grew in importance as the national language of the Jewish people. Bialik was looked upon increasingly as the the poet-prophet of Jewish nationalism, a modern Isaiah. Many of his poems of this period are responses to the extraordinary changes which were taking place in the Jewish world, but only a few offer hope: in many a dark despair is evident. He wrote to Ravnitzky that his strongest urge was to mourn. Looking at this confession alongside the poems, the reader may feel how closely Bialik’s sense of national grief was bound up with his own unresolved childhood griefs:

         
            Sometimes I doubt that my writings and those of others like me are any use at all. Whom are they for? What are 6they for? Our ancient nation is broken, annihilated, and there is no modern Jeremiah to compose the final, terrible lament… Songs of revival are lies, falsehood and lies! We have not mourned adequately and we wait for the great poet to do so. We still don’t have a jeremiad for the ruined nation, and it must come. It will engulf the whole dispersion with tears and become an eternal lament.13

         

         For all the despair which dominates much of Bialik’s poetry, he was seen for most of his lifetime and after as the poet of hope and revival. This paradox reverberates all through his writings. For example, his essay ‘Giluy ve-Khisuy be-Lashon’ (Revelation and Concealment in Language, 1915) is a fascinating exposition of the role of language in dealing with the Angst  which allegedly underlies existence. Language, Bialik writes, does not reveal one’s inmost feelings but plugs the holes of existence through which dark chaos may be glimpsed. For poets, words are a kind of armour or charm to ward off the devils of chronic anxiety. At the same time the chaos beckons. Far from being a confident poet of national revival, Bialik here expresses a particularly modern dilemma, that of a man who has lost his faith in God and had found nothing else to believe in with total faith:

         
            Eternal darkness alone, so frightening, draws the heart of man incessantly, arousing in him the hidden longing to glimpse it—just for a moment. All afraid, all drawn to it. We build walls of words to hide it. And our fingernails go to work, scratching at the walls to make a tiny hole to see what lies beyond. But it’s useless! No sooner is the hole made than a new partition, a new word, blocks the view … As long as man lives and breathes and acts, he fills the emptiness. Everything is fine, superficially. I’m all right, thanks.’ The ebb and flow of daily life is nothing but a constant effort to divert. Each moment of ‘chasing after’ is at the same time a ‘fleeing from’.14

         

         In an interview given not long before his death, Philip Larkin spoke of the affirmative nature of poetry, and his remarks are true of Bialik and of all poets who write in a minor key: ‘The 7substance may be pessimistic or melancholy. But a poem, if it’s a good one, is a positive and joyful thing: it represents the mastering, even if just for a moment, of the pessimism and melancholy, and enables you—you the poet, and you, the reader—to go on.’15

         After the collapse of Bialik’s timber business in 1897, he moved to the town of Sosnowiec, near the Prussian border, where he worked as a teacher. His wife remained with her parents in the Kiev area. While continuing to produce poetry of increasingly high quality, Bialik wrote his first Hebrew short story, ‘Aryeh Ba’al Guf’ (Aryeh the Powerful, 1898) and his first poems in Yiddish, his mother tongue.

         In 1900, Bialik moved with his wife to Odessa. His life there was a welter of confusion, false starts, failure, immense triumph, tragedy and, finally, despair. He worked first as a teacher and merchant, later as literary editor of Ha-Shiloaḥ—the foremost Hebrew journal of the time—and as a publisher. In 1901 he helped to found the publishing company Moriah, whose aim was to produce Hebrew educational texts, mainly for schools. That year Bialik’s first volume of poems was published in Warsaw.

         During the years 1900–11, Bialik reached his full power as a poet. He began with a series of Blakean lyrics, compressed, private and obscure, dominated by his striving after artistic perfection, raising the Hebrew lyric to the level of the great European Romantic poets. National themes are virtually non-existent in these poems. But then, in May 1903, Bialik was commissioned by the Jewish Historical Society of Odessa to visit Kishinev, interview the survivors of the recent pogrom there and write a report describing what had happened. Deeply shocked by what he saw and heard, he retreated to his in-laws’ home in Gorovshchin, near Kiev, and instead of the report, wrote the poem Be-Ir  ha-Haregah  (In the City of Slaughter), a chilling portrait of Kishinev after the massacre. The publication of this poem in Bialik’s Hebrew and Yiddish versions and in Ze’ev Jabotinsky’s superb Russian translation had a galvanizing impact on Russian Jewry. This poem, more than any other, cemented Bialik’s reputation as the national poet of the Jewish people.

         8Later that year Bialik was appointed co-editor, with the critic and historian Joseph Klausner, of Ha-Shiloaḥ, in succession to Ahad Ha’am. For over a year, until January 1905, Bialik was again apart from his wife in Warsaw, where the journal was then being published. He continued this work—with an interruption from 1905 to 1907, when the journal was closed by the government—until 1909.

         Be-Ir  ha-Haregah  was followed by other ‘Poems of Wrath’, as Bialik later called them, until 1906 when the pogroms ceased. During the same period, he continued to write tender nature poems and passionate lyrics of lost love or love never known. These works culminated in the completion of the poem ‘Ha-Brekha’ (The Pool) and the composition of the experi­mental prose-poem Megillat  ha-Esh  (The Scroll of Fire), in the summer of 1905, at the time of the Potemkin  mutiny and the shelling of Odessa. Bialik never again equalled the creative output of the years 1903–6, and if he had written nothing but these poems, he would still have earned a place in the front ranks of modern poets.

         Although the poems of this period are the work of a deeply sensitive and committed artist, full of pain and longing, Bialik’s outward appearance was rather different. His acquaintances knew him as a gruff, earthy, absent-minded, warm and generous man, balding and surprisingly powerful in build, with some­thing of the air of a lapsed rabbi and a good eye for business and pretty girls. He was always very popular with children, and was an excellent teacher. He had an acid wit and a vulgar sense of humour: his upbringing among the peasants of Volhynia had left its mark.

         From 1906 onwards his poetic output began to slacken as he devoted more and more time to co-editing, with Ravnitzky, the legends and folklore of the Talmud and Midrash, the Sefer ha-Aggadah (Book of Legends, 1908–10). His description of the meaning of legends to the Hebrew writer M. J. Berdichewsky is true of his own art as well of his attitude to Jewish culture:

         
            Legends are the beautiful little stones lapped by the sea for centuries and generations until they are cast up on the 9shore, polished and smooth. Legends pass from generation to generation. Everything superfluous falls away. What remains is the best, the most beautiful, and most worthy of keeping and remembering.16

         

         While working on the Sefer  ha-Aggadah,  Bialik also experi­mented with other literary forms. In 1907 he wrote the first of a distinguished and highly influential series of Hebrew essays on Hebrew literature and Jewish culture in general. In 1908–9 he wrote a good deal of autobiographical fiction, including what became chapters 2–7 of Safiaḥ (Aftergrowth) and the short story ‘Me-Aḥore ha-Gader’ (Behind the Fence), telling of a friendship and, later, a sexual liaison between a Jewish boy and a Christian girl who lives next door. By now he had almost complete artistic freedom to deal with private themes which preoccupied him, including his ambivalence towards his national role. Bialik’s artistic aims were not in concert with his public image. In 1909 he visited Palestine for the first time and was appalled at the rapturous welcome accorded to him as national poet. In Jaffa he tried to give a public reading of ‘Me-Aḥore ha-Gader’ but was stopped by the audience who wanted to hear poems of national revival and hope.

         The poems of 1906–11, with the exception of a delightful group of folk poems, are filled with despair and the death-wish. Then, during the years immediately preceding the First World War, Bialik practically stopped writing poetry. His shtika (silence) has been the source of endless speculation. During this period he became increasingly involved with what he called kinnus (ingathering), a concept which, as we shall see, had particular psychological importance to him. In a landmark essay, ‘Ha-Sefer ha-Ivri’ (Hebrew Literature, 1913), he described kinnus as the collection of the fragments of Jewish culture from the countries of the Diaspora in an effort to give new force and direction to the growing Jewish national consciousness. The idea of kinnus was bound up with Bialik’s publishing plans. In 1910 he became manager of Moriah, and from 1911 it began to expand to include all Jewish literature of value.

         When the war broke out, Bialik was on holiday with his wife 10in Franzensbad, Austria. Cut off, they travelled to Vienna, where Bialik was briefly arrested as an enemy national. Shortly after, they were allowed to return to Russia via Romania. Manya Bialik recalled her husband’s work during the war;

         
            Chaim Nachman was not actually within conscription age. Men of his age [he was over forty at the outbreak of the war] who found work in a military institution or factory were not liable for conscription. Chaim Nachman found clerical work in such an institution. He would leave in the morning and come back within two or three hours.17

         

         The war, the Russian revolution and the civil war which followed severely curtailed Bialik’s publishing activities and virtually forced him back to writing. In July 1915 the Russian government halted the publication of Hebrew books. During the next few years, Bialik wrote a number of his most impressive poems, essays and fiction, including a new section of Safiaḥ; and he also found time to do much translating and editing. Perhaps his finest essay, ‘Halakhah ve-Aggadah’ (Law and Legend), was written at this time. This work is memorable, among many other reasons, for its portrayal of the slow, cathedral-like growth of the Jewish tradition, generation after generation, and of the panic-stricken impulse in times of danger to save what was most valuable. The urgency which fills this essay (which was originally delivered as a speech at a Hebrew literary conference in Moscow in the winter of 1915) may be linked to the growing pressures of the war and the massive refugee problem which built up as Jews living on the western frontier of the Russian empire were forced eastward. The refugee problem seems also to have revived Bialik’s memories of the effects of the 1881–4 pogroms, as reflected in his story ‘Ha-Ḥatzotzra Nitbaysha’ (The Shamed Trumpet, 1915).
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