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Ch.apter I 

THE HISTORY OF ODESSA UP TO THE .raAR 1860 

a. General History 

Although Odessa is comparatively .a new city, the 

bay upon which it is located has a long history ot 

occupancy . It is generally accepted that this modern 

metropolis was founded upon the site of an ancient 

Greek colony known ~s Odessos , which disappeared by the 
(1) 

end of the fourth century of the Commo1n Era. 

In spite of its favorable positio1n between the 

estuaries of the Dniester and the Dnieipel' rivers 1 the 

area remained desolate until the fourt;eenth century· 

when a Tartan chieftan, Khaji-Bey, founded a fortress 
(2) 

which ·bore his name. 

I_n the year 1396, this fortress lfas ca.ptured by 

Olgerd, .Prince of Lithuania . For the next two centuries 1 

possession of t his large strip of le.nd alternated between 

Lithuania and Poland. At the turn of the sixteenth 

century, t he Tartars again captured the fortress only 
(3) 

to lose it to the Turks. 
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By t his time the site had become an important 

export center for the entire area. The Turks must 

have been anxious to hold on to the area, for they 

built a huge fortress overlooking the harbor. They 
{4) 

named the fortress Yeni-Dunia. 

In the year 1774, during the Russo-Turkish War, 

the Russians captured the fortress. Later, in the 

Treaty of 1789, the large strip of land , now known as 

Novo-Russia , was given to Russia. At that time, the 

fortress was placed under the administration of a French 

officer by the name of De Ribas . Because he had taken 

an active part in the capture of the fortress , Catherine 

the Great entrusted this Frenchman with the taslc or 

planning a strong military and commercial port on the 

present sight of Odessa . De Ribas enlisted the aid ot 

another Frenchman, an engineer , by the name of Voland. 

Together , they laid out a city which quickly replaced 

the former Turkish fortress . In the year 1794, the 
(5} 

name was officially changed to Odessa. 

The Czars of Russia were quick to take advantage 

of t!J.e city's na ture.l harbors . They instituted new 
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reforms which helped increase the productivity of the 

entire territory of. No7o-Russia. 

By 1803, Odessa became th9 chief city of a separate 

territory, and was placed under the administration of 
(6) 

another .Frenchman, Armand, due de Richelieu. 

b. Early Jewish History 

Most historians believe that there were Jews 

living on the No1•thwest sb,ore of the Black Sea long 

before the area came under Russian control. However, 

the earliest known record of Jews living in Odessa 

dates from the year 1795 when they were granted a 

charter for a "J)(j"f ')');;Jft "• That same year, they 
~ . 

were granted permission to establish a Talmud Torah. 

RAcords show that there were 246 Jews in Odessa at that 
~7) 

time. 

Three years later a Kahal was formed , and the 

administrator granted t hem permission to establish a 

synagogue , which later became known as "The G~eat 

Synagogue", and which conducted daily services until 
( 8) 

t he Bolsheviks forced the doors to be closed. 
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Records show also that there were two Jewish 

officials in Odessa in 1798. One, Tevil Lazarovitz, 

served on the city council; and a Meyer Elmanovitz was 
(9} 

the first Jew of the city to serve as a magistrate . 

In the year 1799, the Kahal was granted permission 

to erect an all Jewish hospital which could accomodate 
(10) 

six patients . 

When Alexander I ascended the throne, he was faced 

with a shaky economic situation brought about by the 

ambitious campaigns of his rather , Paul. In order to 

stimulate more industry and commerce in the empire, 

the Czar launched a very liberal policy toward the Jews. 

In 1804, he declared that Jews were eligible for one­

third of all municipal posts. He permitted Jews to 

establish factories and granted them the right to attend 

all schools and universities. That same yearp he de­
(ll J 

creed that Odessa was to be made an open port . 

This decree attracted many Jews t o Odessa. As a 

further inducement, the local gov~rnor, Due de Richelieu, 

granted many privileges to new Jewish immigrants. Ee 

exempted them from all taxes and municipal rebates, and 
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h~ offered the choicest l ocations to wealthy Jewish 

merchants . He even went so far as to subsidize t hese 

merchants until t hey became established . 

In his notes on Odessa, Yoachim Tarnopol claims 

that the city rapidly became t he busiest trading center 

of all Russia. What was more important, Odessa became 

the meeting place for the Je~s from all nations. He 

points out that the Jewish eection of the city had a 

unique metropolitan blend about it for Jews trom Russia, 

Poland , Germany and Lithuania, each with his own dress 
(12) 

and customs , met to transact business . 

Because of t he fac t that the Jewish population in- . 

creased so rapidly, communal institutions were organized 

i n a haphazard way. The first Rabbi to serve in Odessa 

was Rabb i Isaac from Bender!. He was elected as head 

of the Kahal in 1809 . After his death in 181§, Rabbi 

David ben R. Meir Kaha.nah succeeded him . This rabbi 

served in Odes sa until the year 1821 , when he was kill ed 
- (13) 

in the first pogrom ever to take place i n that city. 

Early in the 1820 's , a large number of Galician 

Jews , most of them from the border city of Brody, migrated 
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to Odessa. Thes e Brodians, as they W·el~e later called 11 

were an enlightened people who were f8.!lmil1ar with life 

in Western Europe. Many of them had cJLos~ contact with 

large European .mercantile houses; and 1chey quickly 

established branch offices in Odessa. 

In the year 1824, Odessa became the seat of the 

Government of Novo-Russia under the adln1n1strat1on of 

Prince Worensoff . This governor was also very tolerant 

toward Jews. He seemed to favor the B:rodians in particu-

lar tor they impressed him with t heir industriousness 

and prominence . As Governor, he had. t lh.e ri.ght to appoint 

directors over all the institutions chartered by the 

State; therefore, he appointed Brodians as curators of 

the hospital and as directors of the Jewish school 
. (14) 
~ys tem . 

c . Gr owth of Educational Facilities 

Yoachim Tarnopol pointed out that the Jewish 

community often suffered because of le.ck of organization. 

The educational facilities were in the worst s tate of' 

affairs . A large number of children I"eceived little or 
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nc education simply becaus e t here were r.o qualified 
(15) 

teachers in the city. 

By the time Prince Worensoff appointed a new 

director to head the Jewish school system, the Brodi ans 

were totally dissatisfied with the local school facili­

ties . In the year 1826 1 sixty- one (61) Br odian J ews 

drew up a petition to the Governor for permission to 
. 

open a new school . When pe1'Itlission was grf!nted , these 

Brodians sent to the city of Tarnopol in order t o hire 
(16) 

sane followers of the well known Maskil , Joseph Per l . 

This school was the first Russian- Jewi sh school to 

be established . The Brodians picked Zittenfeld , a 

student of Perl, as the first director . Zittenfeld was 

a forceful personality, who had enlightened ideas about 

education. When he arrived in Odessa, he found a great 

deal of resentment on the part of the Orthodox members 

of the Kahal , who cpposed the establishment of this 

type of school . On the approval of the Rabbis , the 

Orthodox element protAsted to the Governor that the 

proposed curriculum of the school was in confl ict with 

the Jewish religion . The governor silenced this ~rotest 
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by maintaini ng that the school was to be supported by 

a f ive-thousand (5, 000 ) ruble grant f r om the local Kahal. 

When the of ficials of t he Kahal protested this added 

burden, he ordered the -officers of the Kahal to raise 
(17) 

the money by levying a special tax on ea1~h Jew in Odessa . 

In its firs t year, the school gave 1cours6s in Hebrew , 

the Bible with the Mendelssohn Transla tion , some 

Tractates of the Talmud, Hebrew composition , Hus sien, 

German , French , mathematicst physics, history, geography, 
(18J 

civil law and legal writing . 

Three years later, at the death of Zi ttenfeld , 

Bazalel Stern became director of this school . Under his 

guidance this school became the pattern for the r es t 

of Russian Jewry . 

In 1836, a girls ' department was added . When Czar 

Nicholas I visited Odessa in 1837 , he inspected this 

model school . He f ound 1 t in per fect order , and expressed 

his satisf action by encouraging further progress . It 

i s of interest to point out tha t t his sc:hool was very 

instrumental in wea kening the power f ul hold Rabbinism 
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had over the entire Jewish community of Odessa, for it 

gave the youth of the city an opportunity to probe 
(19) 

into the entire field of Juda ism. 

In 1838, the budget of the combined schools reached 

twenty-nine thousand (29,000) rubles. Tarnopol claims 

the teachers of this school received higher salaries 
(20) 

th.ah did the teachers in the Richelieu Lyceum in Odessa. 

Meanwhile the population of the city continued to 

increase. In the year 1831 1 the general population bad 

increased to forty-one thousand seven-hundred {41,700) 

of which six-thousand, nine-hundred and fif.'ty { 6, 950) 

were Jews. By the year 1841, the Jewish population bad 
{ 21) 

risen to e ight-thousand {8,000). 

Tarnopol points out that in the year 1854, in a 

Jewish population of seventeen-thousa.nd ( 17 ,OOO), there 

were seven (7) Jews appointed t o the f irst Guild, twenty-
' eight {28 ) in the second Guild and four-hund~ed and forty 

two (442) in the third. The city register also showed 

that t here were twenty-nine (29) Jewish brokers on the 

grain exchange , six (6) notaries, four(4) attorneys, 

twelve (12) doctors , one (1) bank broker and one (1) 
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maritime broker . 

10 . 

d . Early Reforms 

In the year 1840, the Brodians a.gain caused a great 

stir in the city when they broke away from the "Great 

Synagogue" because the congregation refused to permit 

changes in the ritual . Once again t hey petitloned t he 

Governor for permission to establish another synagogue 

in the city . Permiss ion was granted and the famous 

Broder Synagogue was formed. It was in this synagogue 

that the first reforms were introduced into Rus s ia . It 

may be interesting to note that the Broder Synagogue 

introduced an organ into its service in the year 1909. 

Later , in 1919, the heads of this synagogue voted to 

introduce the mixed choir into the service . Th.is de-

cision caused a great deal of commotion and part of 

the membership resigned . 
(23 ) 

Bialik and Uss1shkl~. 

Among t hose who resigned were · 

In the year 1841 , Dr . Max Lilienthal visited Odessa 

for the first time . He noticed the high cultural level 

of the Jews of that city; for in his "Travels Through 
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Russia " he wrote , "In most families one can find a de­
(24) 

gree of refinement comparable to the b~st French salon.• 

This phenomenon is understandable when one remembers 

that Galician Jews , who came to Odessa , had already been 

influenced by the two leading Maskilim of their day, 

Nachman Krochmal and Joseph Perl. Because Odessa had 

no strong religious tradition, these Galicians felt 

free to adopt the customs of Western Europe . This ex-

planation seems to suostantiate the viewpoint of 

Mr . Ravalowitz, t he editor of the "Odessa Herald" who 

boasted in the year 1841 , "In all Russia , Odessa is the 

only place where Jews try to be complete Europeans in 
( 25} 

their way of life. 

The following year , Lilienthal again visited Odessa 

in order to inspect the Russian-Jewish school . At a 

public meeting , he urged the Jews of that city to appeal 

to the local authorities to do all in their power to 

f urther the civil r ights of all Russian Jews . 

In the year 1843 , Dr. Lilienthal as the assistant 

to Oount Uvarov , called a meeting of all Jewish communal 
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leaders in order to discuss the problems of education . 

At this meeting , Bazalel Stern, who represented t he 

Odessa community, spoke on t he progress made in the 

Russian-Jewish school which he di rected . Although Stern 

and Lilienthal had t hei r diff erences , it was decided to 

establish J ewish schools throughout Russia , which were · 
( 26 )' 

to be modeled after the school in Odess . 

In the year 1843, Lilient hal resigned his position 

with the Government and moved to Odessa where he was 

a ppointed. Crown Rabb i . He held this position for two 

years . In the later half of the year 1845, Lilienthal 
(27 ) 

suddenly left Russia and emmigrated to the United States. 

There is no doubt that Lilienthal decided to leave Russia, 

when he di scovered that the Russian government suppor t ed 

these r eforms in order to promote conversion among the 

Jewish population. 
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Chapter II 

The Spread of Haskalah in Odessa 

(1860 - 1881) 

Organized in Germany by the followers or Moses 

Mendelssohn, the movement known as Haakalah reached 

Russia through Galicia . In Galicia , Haskalah became 

a move~ent directed toward an intellectual reformation 

of the ghetto Jew. Through the influence of Nachman 

Krochmal and Joseph Perl, Haskalah sought to overthrow 

the all~embracing hold which rabbinism enjoyed by 

creating a synthesis between the Jewish mo6.4' or lite 
(1) 

and the modern world. 

Although the first call to a modern way or life 

was made in Russia by the writer, Isaac Baer Lev1nsohn, 

who lived in Wilna , the Broder Jews of Odessa actually 

inaugurated the Haskalah movement in Russia when they 

founded the first Russian- Jewish school in the year 1826. 

Even though both Rabbinism and Chassidism strongly 

opposed the Haskalah movement , by the middle of the 
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nin~teenth century , there were many known cells of 
(2) 

Maskilim throughout Russia. 

In 1855 , after the accession of Alexander II to 

the throne , the Meskilim of Russia began t o breath a 

sigh of relief . Strongly influenced by Western thought , 

and sobered by Russia ' s crushing defeat in the Crimean 

Wa~ , Alexander adopted a very liberal policy as can­

pa~ed to his predecessors . 

Encouraged by the li~eral attitude of the new Czar, 

and somewhat removed from the old centers of rabbinic 

power, t he Jews of Odessa found themselves tn a unique 

position. For , it seems as though the Maskilim in 

that city were encouraged by the superintendant of the 

Odessa school system, Nickolai Ivanovich Pirogov . This 

Russian deserves honorable mention in a study of the 

advancement of Haskalah because he conscientiously de-

voted his ef forts toward alleviating the condition of 

the Jews. Furthermore , he was probably the most 

liberal pedagogue of his day . He repeatedly urged the 

Jews to ac cept the ideals of Haskalah. And he took 

the initiative in organizing modern Jewish schools. 
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When a Jewish labor society was organized in Odessa , 

in 1864, Pirogov encouraged the purpose of this organiza-

tion . That same year this labor society under the name • 

"Trud. 11 established a school in order to teach usefUl 

trades to young .Jewish men and women . This school be­

came the model for the institutions of· this sort in all 

Russia for it had the most modern equipment for instruct­
( 3) 

ing the manual tradP.s . 

In the late 18SO ' s there was anoth6r l arge mi gration 

of Jews into Odessa . By that time , rai lroad commu·nica­

tions were established with all parts of Russia and 

Rumania . These communications gave the city an added 

importance , for it helped triple its port acti vities . 

In 1858, Yoachim Tarnopol boasted that the Jews of 

Odessa were the first ones to adopt the ideas of 
( 4) 

Western Europe . 

As the years passed, the Russians referred to 

Odessa as their "Little Paris". However , t he ort hodox 

Jews firmly maintai ned that the city was heret ical 

ar ound which the 11 fires of Hell blazed for a radius 
. (5) 

of sev en miles" . 
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Notwithstanding this charge ·':Jy the representatives 

of Orthodox Judaism, less than a decade later , Odessa 

became one of the most i mportant social and educational 

centers in Russia. Almost all the var ious currents of 

Jewish thought found support in Odessa; and because it 

was the center of a large mercantile system, each 

current of thought spread out into the hinderlands ot 

Ru~ s ia to influence the thoughts, the speech, and· the 

habits of countless Jews. Almost overnight it became 

an important center for Haskalah movement , the Jewish 

socialist movement , the Chibbat Zion movement ; and last, 

but not· le a st, it became the home of a group of writers, 

thinkers , and poets, who took second place to no other 

center in Jewish history. 

In the year 1856, Yoachim Tarnopol (1810-1900), 

writing i n Odessa , advocated religious reforms which 

would be modeled a fter the Western European style. 
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Tarnopol was a wealthy merchant who wrote as a hobby> 

He represented a new element in Judaism which began to 

exert its influence after the mid-century. This new 

element was made up of rich and cultured Jews who began 
(6) 

to take a leading role 1n the s truggle for Jewish rights. 

In December of that same year, Tarnopol, together 

with the novelist Osip Rabinowich (1817-1869) submitted· 

an application to the superintendant of the Odessa 

school district, Pirogov, for permission to publish a 

Russian- Jewish weekly, which was to be called "Razsvet" 

(Dawn}. In their application, the wri t .ers e~pressed 

the hope that this new paper would be of gr~at service 

to the Russian Jews by helping to raise their moral and 
(7) 

cultural levels. 

Pirogov was very enthusiastic over this publication; 

for by this time Osip Rabinowich was reoognized as a 

capable writer who championed the spread of Haskalah 

among Russian Jewry. However, slthough Pirogov U.rged 

his superiors to grant permission for this publication, 

the higher Russ ian officials pigeon-holed the application 

for four years . Finally, on May 27, 1860, "Razavet" 
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( 8) 
made its first public appearance . 

Although the editors of "Ra~svet" hoped to blaze 

the way for civil emancipation, they soon met in-

surmountable difficulties . When Rabinowitz tried to 

publi cly expose the inner ~ailings of Jewish life , he 

encountered opposition from Tarnopol who was of the 

opinion that the paper should 11.Jllit itself to the fight 

for equal rights. This fight was also hampered by the 

Russian censor, who claimed that articles dealing with 

t h is theme were incompatible with the interes ts of the 

Russian Government . After the 20th issue , Tarnopol re-

signed from the edi torship . 

To add to its difficulties , the paper encountered 

a very poor public response . After six months of 

publication , i t had only 640 subscribers. Finally on 

May 19 , 1861 , E. Solveichek ( ''"--o - 1~'1 L) and LeM 

Pinsker ( 16~1-1~11 ) announced that they would hence-

forth edit the paper , and i ssue it under the name of 
(9) 

nzion". 

The fir st 1 ssue of "Zion" appeared on July 7 , 1861. 



In order to av~id any conflicts with its censor and 

with the reading public, the new editors limited their 

journalistic activities to works of historic and 

scientific content·. However , occasionally, the editors 

attempted to defend Judaism against the vicious attacks 

of anti-Semites . Because the censor prohibited articles 

of this sort 1 ln the 43rd issue 1 the editors sadly an­

nounced that they regarded it their duty to terminate 

publication of the paper until they were gr anted per­

miss i on to publish a newspaper which would be allowed 

to disprove the groundless accusations against the Jews. 

Such permission was not granted; and for seven years , 

there was no Jewish press in Russia in the Russian 
(10) 

language . 

However , in the year 1860, a very popular Hebrew 

weekly began publication in Odessa under the title 
(11) 

"Ha-Melitz". Its editor , Alexs.nder Zederbaum, was a 

very active communal worker . Although he was not a man 

of letters, Zederbaum po s sessed a keen sense of 

appreciation f or journalistic values . Wisely, he invited 

all the leading figures of the literary world to write 
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articles for his paper. Before long, the "Ha-Melitz" 

became t h e battleground for all the current issues ot' 

the day. However, the paper was never a great financial 

success. In 1863, Zederbau.m reported that the paper had 

only 1000 subscribers. In order to stimulate new readers, 

he invited men like Judah L. Gordon and M. L. Lilienblum 

to contribute regularly. Still the public response was 

v-ery disappointing . Finally, in 1873, "Ha-Meli tz" 

cea~ed _public~tion . Later, Zederbaum moved to St. 

Petersburg, where he once again began publication 
(12) 

(in 1878) . 

While it was published in Odassa , the "Ha-Meli tz", 

too , strongly reflected the views of the old HaskA.lah 

school . Generally, the main point discussed in its 

editorials was an urgent plea to the Jews to demonstrate 

their use.f'ulness to the Russian State . 

In the year 1863, a group of prominent and wealthy 

Rus sian Jews met in St. Petersburg in or der to organize 

a society which was dedicated to facilitate the 

acquisition of civil rights for the Jews. Regardless 

of what later history has to say about this organization, 
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the members sincerel y regarded their work as an imper tant 

preparation to Jewish emancipation. This organization 

assumed the high task of educating the masses of Jewry 

in Russia through knowledge of the Russian lan.guage . 

They subsidized deserving Jewish students in the general 

s chools and coll eges; and they sponsored the publication 
(13 ) 

of books and useful knowledge . 

Yo~chim Tarnopol, who r ~presented the Jewish 

community of Odessa at this meeti ng, returned to Odessa 

and organ ized a local b r anch of the s ociet y , which 

adopted as its s l ogan "the enlightenment of the Jews 
(14) 

throu&i the Russian language and in the Rus~i§n spirit". 

In the year 1869• t h e Odessa branch of the society 

sponsored a Russian- Jewish weekly which was called 

"Dyen". This publication was able to gather a large 

number of contributors f r om among t he swelling ranks of 

tha "intelligenzia" . In general• "Dyen" was much bolder 

in waving the banner of emancipation; and it went much 

fUrther than its predecessors in championi ng Russifica­

tion and assimilation. It advocated a complete fusion 

with the Rus s ian mass es . And it insisted that Jews 
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seek their education in the public schools with the 

rest of the population. T!:le editors, yOd c.~,,..; ?J~/ 
~''"/ I. 6 . Orsl.wN$ '<y, 

looked upon the Jewish problem as a social and economic 

issue which could be solved by s imply bestowing upon 

this s ection Of the Russian people 
(15} 

the same rights which 

were enjoyed by the others . 

I . G. Orsbansky ( 1846-1875) , one of the most 

brilliant writers of this period, wrote a series for 

"Dyen" in which he emphas ized t he i mportance of 

Russifying all foreign elements , thereby assu~ing complete 

absorption by the dominant culture. Later, 0rsbansky 

presented his findi ngs i n his book t'Russian Legislation 

Concerning the Jews0 which appeared 1n· l875. Here , the 

author blamed all the res trictive laws imposed upon the 

Jews on old Polish legislation wh ich Russia inherited 
(16} 

when the mass of Jews came under her control. 

Meanwhile more and morb of the young writers joined 

the ranks of the Maskilim. Foremost among these young 

men was t he writer, Moses Loeb Lilienblum (1843-1900) 

and the poe t Judah Loeb Gordon (1830- 1892) . Although 
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these men did not live in Odessa, during this period, 

they both contributed to "Ha-Melitz". 

Lilienblum acquired natione..1 fame as the author 

of 110rbot Ha-Talmud". In this book, he appealed to the 

rabbis to exercise their authority as interpreters of 

the Law in order to change those practices which en-

cumbered modern Jewish life. 

I 

Because t he rabbis failed to respond to bis popular 

appeal, Lilienblum "Tote a series of articles for 

"Ha-Melitz" which he called 0 Nosofot". In these articles, 

he assumed a more belligerent tone. He bolcly ridiculed 

the rabbis for clinging to absolete interpretations of 

the Law. 

Judah Loeb Gordon, a native of Vilna, was consider~d 

one of the greatest poets in Hebrew literature. Strongly 

influenced by Schiller and Isaac Baer Levinsobn, he 

quickly' developed into a Maskil who used bis artistic 

genius in protesting against the i ntolerance of the 

rabbis and t h e corruption of the communal leaders. His 

maxim became "Be a Jew at home, and a man outside". 
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While the majori t y of writers of the period were 

l ooking forward to the day when Jews would be granted 

equal ity , one write~ stood out alone agains t this trend 

toward assimilation . Peter Smolenskin was the first man 

to realize the dangers of thi s t rend . Smolenskin 

was born in Russia,~~ s pent his youth in Odess a where 

he attended the University . 

While other writers urged their r eader s to 

strengthen their self-respect by emulating the ways of 

the ot her nations, Smolenskin insisted that there were 

·many qualities in the Jew which could serve as a pattern 

f or other nations . 

Because he wanted to publish a Hebrew periodical 

in which he could freel y express his ideas 'Jtithout 

censorship , Smolensl<:in left Odessa . He settled in 

Vienna where he founded t he Hebrew Periodical "Ha-Shahar" 

in the year 1869 . In this periodical, Smolenskin 

hammered away on the revival of Jewish nationalism. 

In the late 1860's a serious economic depress ion 

gripped Europe; and b ecause Odessa depended upon European 

markets for the stabilization of its wheat exchange, it 
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too, experienceo a serious depression . Large ntunbers 

of workers were put out of work; and because their 

bu.ying power was destroyed, factories and small businesses 

were af:'ected . Gradually , the depression spread through 

all t he cities and towns 1,1 Novo-Russia 1rhich depended 
( 1~7) 

upon the normal flow of grains to Odessa .• 
• 

This paralizing depression started another large 

mi gration of Jaws into the city of Odes sa . In the year 

1870 1 the newspaper "Dyen" noted that large ntunbers ot 

Jews poured i nto the city with t he hope of migrating 

to other countries . 

During this trying period , the grai11 merchants of 

Odes sa found it necessary to compete with each other 

on very narrow margins . As a result, a keen competitive 

spirit arose between the J'ewish and Greek merchants . 

By Easter, the Greeks were so angry that t hey preceded 

to organize a regular pogrom against the Jews, by 

spreading the rumor that t he Jews planned to molest one 

of their churches , which happened to be located in the 

heart of the Jewish section of the city. Finally , on 

Ms.rch 28th, fighting broke out . For tbr13e days, the 
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Greeks and Russians gave vent to their mob instincts. 

They robbed and burnt Jewish property , and beat Jews 

to unconsciousness wherever they encountered them. 

Only on the fourth day did the local authorities necide 

· to step in and halt what threatened to become a regular 
(18) 

massacre . 

Because the editors of "Dyen" were forbidden to 

mention enything about this pogrom in their paper, the 

editors decided to suspend publication of this newspaper 

on June 8 1 1871 . Even Alexander Zederbaum, the editor 

of "Ha- Melitz" became downhearted and disgusted witn 

the turn of events in Odessa . He closed his office in 

Odessa and moved to St . Petersburg where he resumed 

publication. 

. 
After the pogroms, a reaction set in among tbe 

Maskilim in Russia . The next few years covered a period 

of silence int he Russian Jewish press. It seemed as 

though the l eading writers and thinkers of the day were 

preparing to launch a new avenue of attack. 

By this time Odessa bad become the home of a large 

group of Jewish writers . The group included such prominent 
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writers as Moses Leib Lilienblum, A. M. Verbal, Israsl 

Rall, Abraham Gottlober , Joseph Rabinowitz, Dr. Leon 

Pinsker, E. Solve i chek, Menasha Mar golith, Elias 

Orshanski , . I . Wolfson, I. Horowitz, Yoachim Tarnopol~ 

I . Levinson, Perez Smolenskin , Uri Kovner , and Moses 

Belinson. 

There are ·many reasons why Odessa became a great 

literary center during t h is period . Firstly, it was 

included wi thin the Pale of Settlement; and it was the 

only large city in the Pale which permitted Jews to 

a ttend its university in large numbers . Then, there was 

about the city , a l iberal air which guaranteed a freer 
(19) 

expression of i deas . 

The period of silence , which followed after the 

pogr oms , proved t o be a very healthy one . For it gave 

the literary intelligenzia t ime to question the direction 

Haskalah had t aken . What t hey saw was very disappointing. 

When Lilienblum moved to Odessa in 1870 , he found 

that t he youth of the city bad forsaken al l religi ous 

values in their eff ort s to become Russifi ed . For t he 

f irst time, he realized t hat prosperity and the slogans 
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of Haskalah merely served to undermine all Jewish 

idealism. In his autobiography which wa1:i published in 

1876 , he tells how discouraged he really became when 

he beheld the efforts of th1~ movement . He seemingly 

wrote these confessions as a warning to the younger 

genera t i on not to follow his pa th. (Hab:>th Ne 'urim). 

Lastly, he points out that the "sins of ltlis youth" are 

mere reflections upon the sins of the older generation 

who utterly failed to provide him with a usefUl education 

which would have better prepa~ed h1m in the struggle of 
( 20) 

life . 

In 1878, Lil ienbltmt submitted another a.!'ticle t o 

the popular "Ha Zefirah11 , which he called " (,7{Jt;, K'i> i11" . 

This article caused a great deal of exitement among the 

Maskili.m , for in it, the writer completely repudiated 

the ideals of Haskalah . For the f irst time, a l eading 

writer called upon the Maskilim t o re-examine the sorry 

state of Hebrew l iterature . Finally the author con~· 

eluded that t he Jew would never be permitted to attain 
(21) 

equality in Russia . 

By the beginning of 1879, a new literary force b egan 
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to exert influence in Russian-Jewish lif,e . Under ·the 

leadership of such men as Lilienblum, Smolenskin, 

Ben Yehudah and Judah Loeb Gordon , t he young intellectuals 

and professional men abandoned the r anks of Haskalah and 

began toying with the idea of a Jewish nationalism. 

Although its member ship reached its peak during 

the 1870 ' s , ard although its activities were complet ely 

overshadov;ed by Jewish nationalism, The Society for the 

Promotion of Haskalah continued to runction in Russia 
(22) 

well into the 20th century . 

Shochtman, in his essay on Odessa , mentions thf~t 

t h is Society signed up 200 new members 1.n the year 1900, 

and he points out that i t sponsored a large Hebrew 
( 23) 

Library in that city . 



30. 

Cb.apter III 

· THE ECONOMIC AND CULTURAL LIFE OF ~~BE JEWS 

OF ODESSA 

Since the Russians never bothered 1;o develop 

the science of statistics until after the 

Revolution of 1917, any attempt to reconstruct the 

economic or cultural picture in Odessa during this 

earlier period can never be a complete <>ne. 

The following material has been ga 1tihered from 

tbe Bibliographical material at the end of the 

chapter; and al though the writers descr jlbed the city 

and its people, their works can never r <;)place the 

lack of original sources. 

From the very beginning of its history, Jews 

played a very active role in making Odeasa the 

largest commercial port-city in all RusE1ia. The 

development of the grain industry, which co11tributed 

largely to Odessa's economy, also servecl as the main 

source of Jewish revenue during the early period. 
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Up to the year 1881, the Jewish populatlon of Odessa 

doubled itsel.f' three times ; but even thi.s tremendous 

growth was easily absorbed in the city•s1 rapidly 
(1) 

expanding economy. Up until that year, Jews .flocked 

to Odessa because they felt t hey could tiet ter their 

lot there. 

. 
However , after the pogroms of 1881,, the reasons 

for their settling in Odessa were s omewhat altered . 

Due to persecutions and expt llsions·, Jews flocked to 

this port-city because it was the only haven of 

refUge open to them . In 1896, Czar Nicholas II 

banned the Jews from the liquor industry . This aci.~ 

closed e.n important avenue of income foi~ some 
( 2) 

200,000 Jews. Robbed of their livelihood , tens of 

thousands of Jewe f locked into Odessa, u here they 

became the wards of the Jewish community . 

Again in 1899 and 1900 , a se.rious drought 

gripped Southern Russia . Since Odessa clepended upon 

a normal flow of grai ns to its port, a Berious 

economic depres sion took place . This drought not 

only paralyzed t he city's economy, but :l t also drove 
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many thousands of destitute Jews into Odessa~ where 
(3J 

they appealed to the Jewish community for aid . 

Dubnow points out that the number of Jews who 

appealed for aid from the Jewish community in 1898 

reached the unheard of proporti on of 40-50% of the 
( 4) 

t otal Jewish population . To substantiate this, 

s . Penn, in the Jewish Encyclopedia,claims that the 

Jewish community provided for 282,000 meals for 

destitute Jews dur i ng the year 19021 and that same 

year, the community spent 20,500 rubles to provide 
(5) 

Passover baskets for needy Jewish families. 

According to Schochetman, there were over 

8000 Jewish registered artisans in Odessa in the 

year 1888. However, the writer claims that this 

figure was only a rough estimate, since there were 

many unregistered Jews in Odessa during t his per iod 

who were awaiting embarkation to other countries. 

By 1892, the number of registered Jewish artisans 
(6) 

had i ncreased to over 35,000. 

According to s. Penn , the official register 
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listed 152,364 Je•s in Odessa in 1904. In that year 

there were 820 Jewish firms in the city. Broken 

down this figure included 15 Banking houses, 105 

manuf acturing concerns, 560 commercial houses, and 

140 export houses . This figure is also not too 

exs.ct since there were many Jews who were shareholders 
(7) 

in other incorporated banks and insurance firms. 

Despite thi~ go0d showing, Penn also points out 

th.et Jews were not t he wealthiest element in the 

city. The bulk of the wealth wes still in the 

hands of the Greeks, Italians and Russians. For 

although the Jewish populati on made up one-third of 

t he total, Jews owned less t han one-fifth of the 
( 8) 

c i t y 's real estate. 

Duri ng the years of active persecutions , t he 

Jewish community of Odessa established quite a fine 

record far itself in the way in wbi ch they •ero will-

i ng to overtax t hemselves in or der to help t heir 
(9) 

destitute brethr9n . 

In 1868 , an agricultural s chool was established 
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outside the city limits . Later this school became 

part of an orphanage , and produced many skilled 

agricultural workers . After 1881 , with the intro­

duction of the May Laws, Jews were no longer 

permitted to own farms. After that year, the 

school geared its prog·ram to produce competent 
(10) 

farmers who would be willing to settle in Palestine. 

In later years , this orphanage grew to accomodate 250 

trainees of both sexes . Still later it expanded its 

program of education to teach useful trades to the 

children placed in its care. 

Although there ~.s very little information 

available, Odessa h9.d a large Home for the Aged 

and Infirm which sheltered 250 inmates. s. Penn 

points out that this institution was given 25 , 000 
(11) • 

rubles annually. 

By 1904, the Jewish Hospital , wh icbt was 

established ir- 1800 , had grown to includ.e four 

large city blocks. This hospit&l also hs.d a ward 

outside the city limits where cases of r•heumatism 

and children's diseases were treated . It also had 
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a large dispensary. In 1902, this hospitel treated 
(12) 

4,575 patients, 16~ of whcm were Christians. 

Klausner points out that this hospital cost the 
(13) 

Jewish community 180,000 rubles annually. 

Schochetman points out that the greatest bulk 

or the money raised for the support of these necessary 

communal institutions came from the meat tax which 

rose from 27,000 rubles in 1854 to 300,000 rubles in 
(14) 

1910. . 

Odessa also had a cheap kitchen which distributed 

250,000 meals annually . There was a Day- Nursery 

which provided shelter for the ch~ldren of p&rents 

who were forced to work. And finally, t here was a 

House of Industry for Girls which taught tr&des to 

poor young women. This institution was founded on a 
(15) 

"earn as you learn" basis . 

a . Religious Institutions 

Jewish religious life in Odessa i ncreased up to 

the end of the Czarist government. According to 



36 . 

Schochetman. there werE~ eight large synagogues and 
(16 ) 

over 49 houses of prayer in Odessa in the year 1918. 

The Main SynagoguE~, which was the oldest and 

largest one in the city. was founded in 1798 . The 

plot of land upo.n which this synagogue was built was 

given as a gift to the Jewish community by the city 

officials . Then there was the Artisans Synagogue , 

the Warm Synagogue. tho Newmarket Synagogue. the 

Balkowskaya Synagogue , the Broder Synagogue, which 

was later called the Choral Synagogue , the New 
(17) 

Synagogue, and the Na.ch.lass Eliezer Syna gogue. 

The New Synagoguei• which was also called the 

Shalashney (in Russian means tent) Synagogue, was 

established in 1887 . ~:'wo years later, the Nachlass 

Eliezer Synagogue was E~Stablished . This synagogue 

was also called the Ya~meh or Zionist Synagogue since 

it was founded by a group of Zionists who maintained 

a positive religious atititude toward Zionism . The 

writer E . Levinski served as the pres ident of this 

synagogue until his deHth. It is interesting to note 

that this synagogue had a large courtyard in the 
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front of it where publ:lc debates were often held. 

Schochetman points out that taes e debates very often 

ended in fist fights sjLnce the members of t his 
{18) 

synagogue were ardent political zionists. 

The Broder Synagogue was probably the most 

reformed synagogue in ELll Russia. It prided itself 

in the fact that it had the world famous chazan, 
• 

Nisin B}.umenthal , who 'lras cal led t :ie "Belzer". After 

his retirement in 1891 1, the equally f amous Pinkas 

Minkofsky served as ch.E:.zan until 1921 . The choir 

direct·or of this synagc,gue was the composer of Jewish 
(19} 

music , David Navakovski.. 

The prayer houses which sprang up all over Odessa 

were generally organizeid by Jews who shared a common 

occupation. Thus, the butchers, the flour-dealers, 

the ·pedlers , the porters, the expressmen, the clerks, 

the cabmen, the bakers,, etc. had their own smaller 
(20} 

houees of prayer . 

The post of head I"abb i for t he Odessa connnunity 
(21) 

was filled by Dr . Swabs.char from 1860 to 1888. 
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Al tholtgh Dr. Swabacher was originally in•vi ted only 

to serve as the rabbi of the Brody Synagogue, he was 

later chosen to serve as head rabbi over the entire 

Jewish community . Even though he preach•ed in German 

only and advocated reforms in ritual, he had the full 

support of the community. It was througl1 his insiat­

ance and excellent leadez-ship that the cc:>nm1uni ty 

founded new charitable institutions and csxpanded the 

older ones. 

Rabbi Chaim Gurland succeeded Dr. S1•abacher in 

1888 . Af'ter his untimely death in 1890, the of.flee 

of head rabbi was not. filled , since the <;)Ommun~.ty 

and the local government were never able to agree on 

any one candidate . Between 1890 and 19m5, Rabbi 

Eichenwald, Rabbi Pomerantz, Dr. Kreps and 

Dr. Avinovitsky were appointed as acting heads of the 
(22) 

community . In 1903 , the Odessa Jewish community was 

finally permitted to hold an election in order to choose 

a head rabbi . In that election, the Zionists won a 

decisive victory by nominating Rabbi Zeo Vlad1.mer 

Temkin. His elected assistants were Dr. Avinovitsky, 
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Rabbi Chaim Chernovitz and the writer, s. Penn. 

However, the community's choice was not a cceptable 

t o the local government, who cancelled t he results ot 

the election and picked Dr. Kreps as t he head rabbi. 

Later when Dr. Kreps was removed from office, the 

government instal led the elected a ss istants as acting 
(23 ) 

rabbis. 

b. Jew1 sh Schools 

Mention has been made of the t wo la.rgest Jewish 

schools in Odes sa, the Trud Technical Institute ~nd 

the Broder School. In 1864, a modern Yesbivahwas 

founded. This Yesh.1vah taught secular subjects along 

1111.th the traditional courses of study. Dr . Joseph 

Klausner , a graduate of this Yeshi vah, describes the 
(24) 

schools curriculum in bis article on Odessa. Later~ 

this Yeshivah b ecame nothing more than an elementary 

school. 

The old Talmud Torah, which was founded in 1795, 

was reorganized in 1857 . By 1881, when Mendele Mocher 
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Sefa r1c was appointed its director, the school had 

400 pupils , who were supported by the Jewish community. 

With rapid increase in population, two more schools 
(25) 

were opened which also accomodated about 400 children. 

In 19of, Rabbi Chaim Chernovitz opened a new 

Yeshivah in Odessa which prepared students for a 

rabbinical career. Two years later, Dr. Chernovit~ 

extended the curriculum of this Yeshivah enabling it 
(26) 

to receive government recognition as a university. 

By 1903, there were many so-called government 

schools. Actually, they were government schools in 

name only, since they received no funds from the 

government but had to rely for support upon private 

Jewish funds or upon the Jewish community. There were 

also 38 private schools which were either self-support­
(27) 

ing or financed by the J ewish community. 

Dr. Klausner also points out that ther·e were 

s averal evening and Sabbath or Sunday schools where 

adults, who could not devote full time to their 
(28) 

studies, might receive further educati on . 
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In 1915, the Hebrew School for Gardening , which 

was under the supervision of Yech11 Halpern , moved 

from Warsaw to Odessa. ~he following year , a 

teacher 's seminary was formed in Odessa under the 

supervision of Joseph Mohillever . Schochetman 

points out that both these schools had an excellent 
(29) 

teaching staff . 

There was also five schoolA for Jewish girls 

in Odessa, whose courses of study corresponded to 
(30) 

that of the American high school. 

c. Jewish Libraries 

There were several large Jewish libraries in 

Odessa. ' The earliest one was founded in 1874 by the 

Association of Commerc~ . This library had a large 

Jewish section which was catalogued in 1904 by a 

student named Kotler who worked under the supervision 

of Simon Dubnow and Achad Ha 1am. He found that it 
(31) 

contained over 30 , 000 volumes written by 5000 authors. 
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In 1915, under the supervis ion of its new 

Chancellor, Rabbi Simcha Assaf, t h e Yeshivah 

developed a Jewish library whi ch was named in honor 

of Bialik. By 1919, this library contained over 
(32) 

10,000 volumes. 

There was also a fine library maintain~d by the 
q 

"Society for t he Mutual Aid of Hebrew Clerks . 

s. Penn claimed that this libraf'j had the largest and 

finest collection of Jewish and Hebrew books in all 

Russia. And, final ly, there was a small library 

maintained by the "Society for the Promotion of 
(33) 

Haskalah among the Jews of Russia ." 

d. ~ in Public ~ 

There is not too much material availe.ble conoei•n-

ing the Jews who were elected to public off ice . 

However, s. Penn claims that the Jews of Odessa took 

a very active role in the management of municipal 

a ffairs up to the year 1892. After 1892, the right 

to vote was taken away from the Jews . But as early 
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a s 1861, we find that Os ip Rabinovich, the journal i s t , 

was invited to serve on the commission which framed 

the new city charter . ~om 1861 to ·1892 , the newly 

formed municipal council had many Jewish members. 

Foremost among them was M. G. Morgulis ! who was also 
{34) 

the director of the Trud Technical Institute • 

. e . The Jewish Press 

Since there is very little information available 

about the numerous publications published in Odessa, 

all that can be done is preserve tbis list ·which Wile 
{35) 

collected from many sources. 

Jewish Publications Originating in Odessa 

In Russian, Hebrew or Yiddish 

J..860- 71 Ha Melitz Heb. weekly A. Zederbaum 

1860- 61 Razsvyet Rua . weekly o. Rabinowitz 
T Tarnopol .., . 

1862- 55 Alay Hadas Heb . monthly Moses Belinson 

1863- 71 Kol Mebasser Yid . weekly A. Zederbaum 

1869 Posrednik Rus . Irr . A. Zederbaum 

1869- 71 Dyen Rus . weekly s . Ornstein 
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1871- 81 Yagdil Torah Heb . I rr. M. Bel1nson 

1886- 87 Mekiltah Heb . Irr. M. Belina on 
de-Rabanan 

1887 Der Y1dd1sher Yid . Irr. M. L. L111enblum 
Werker 

1890 Kavereth Heb . Irr. Ravn1tek1 

1891-97 Keneaeth Heb. Irr . M. Beli nson & 
Cbachmay Yisroel A. J . Abelson 

1892- 96 Ha- Pardes Heb . Irr. Ravn1tsk1 

1896- H13.-Sh1loah Heb. Monthly Achad Ha 1am 
1926 . 

1898 Sholamay Ahmuncy F.eb . Irr . M. Belinson 
Yisroel 

1905- 07 Kadimah Rus . weekly ~abot1nsky, 
S . 81.ll tzman & 
Sapiar 

1907 , Ha- Olam Heb . weekly N. Sokol ow 
1912-14 

1907-08 Ha-Yeshivah Heb . Irr. c. C~ovnick 
1908 Ye- di-oth Heb . Irr . Collection 

1908- 09 Kol Ha-moreh Heb. monthly M. Shitflnan 

1910 Tal HP,b . Irr. collecti on 

1910 Gut Morgen Yid . daily 

1911 Sholem Aleichem Yid . daily 

1913 Der Yid Yid . daily 

1913 Shachrith Heb. bi- s . Eisenstadt 
weekly 



45. 

1914 Ha-Eretz Heb. Irr. Collection 

1915 Kolosia Rus. Bi- Juvintes 
Weekly 

191'7 Oh-lab-may-nu Heb . Irr. Glickson 

191'7- Ha-ga- nah 
1925 

Heb . Monthly J . Halperin 

1917 Keneseth Heb. Irr . C.N. Bialik 

1918 Reh-sbu-moth Heb. Irr . Druyanow 

1918 Masuoth Heb . Irr. Glickson 

1918 Eretz Heb . I r r . Tzemach & 
Steinman 

According to s. Pi:mn the Jews also exerted a 

great deal of insluenc4~ in the ituss ian press of Odessa. 

In 1903, two of t he thl~ee leading dailies were owned 
(36) 

and operated by Jews . 

Also , there is no way of knowing whether this 

list is a complete one , since the government at times 

refused to grant permission for publication. 

f . Hebrew Publishing Houses 

Here, too , there :ls very lit tle imt'ormation 
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available . Dr. Klausner mentions only two publishing 

firms which were located in Odessa in the Twentieth 

Century . 

The Moriah Publishing House was founded in 1903 

by Ravnitzki, Bialik , Levinski and Ben Zion. This 

company later moved its presses . to Palestine where 

it continued operation. 

Shortly before the First World War, the publishing 

house ".ruvintes" began publicati on of the b i-weekly, 

"KoJ.osia" in Russian .. This publication appealed to 

the Jewish youth . The Zionis t Organization also went 

into the publishing business in Odessa • . Dr. Sapier, 

the director of Keren Ks.yemeth , was in charge of the 

popular "Kopikeh Bibliotek" . This "penny library" 

published many smal l brochures explaining t he i deals 

of Zionism. 

Although it falls in a later date, the publishing 
(37 ) 

house "Dvir" also was founded in Odessa in 1919. 
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g . The Management of Communal Institution3 

Early in the development of the Odessa community, 

the ins ti tut ions were generally managed by the more 

pr ominent members of the community , who could afford 

t o g ive of their time and money . However , with the 

development of the f ield of socia l wor k , the Odessa 

community gr adually replaced the old system with 

skilled workers who could devote full time -toward 

the proper management vf each institution . Under the 

new system, it became necessary for t he community to 

or ganize a centr al committee , comprised of prominent 

citizens , who served as boards of dire~tors or over­

seers to the institutions . This "Council of Prominent . - ') ~ 
Jews" /'7~'jfM f ' :/'JIK. 1) P'Yl'i)',) Jl,.S?'IN , as 1 t was called, 

was later replaced by "The Council of Synagogue Presidents" 

" ,_.., .J J) 1'.l _IN ' ' in 1905 . J'' '':J:J11 J'~ ,...,.,c;·J ~T 

However, with the r api d growth in population , and 

probably b e cause of some cr i tic ism from those prominent 

men who were not Synagogue Pr esidents , a new council 

was organized which was made up of the Synagogue 

Presidents and the well- to-do members of the 
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community . This council became known as "The Council 
(38) 

of the Twenty." 

h. Jews in Institutes of Higher Learning 

in Odessa 

Two years after the University of Novo-Russia 

was founded in Odessa , there were 20 Jews enrolled as 

students. By 1886, the number ot Jewish students 

grew to 176, and they constituteO. 30% of the entire 

student body . 

Althou gh the quota for Jews was fixed by the 

government at 5% or no more than 10% in 1887, 

Schochetman points out that the quota in the University 

of Novo-lt.ussia was always much higher . Furthermore, 

he claims that there were four Jewish assistant 

professors , who a ctually filled t he vacant professor­
(39 ) 

ship in each department. 

There was also a modern Conservatory of Music in 

Odessa, which was under the supervision of the 

municipal government . This conservatory had an 
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unusually high percentage of J ewish students . And t h e 

teaching sta ~f included many fine Jewish musicians. 

Dr. Jacob Weinber g , who is n ow a memb.er 01f the f aculty 

of Hunter College and New York College of' Music, was 

professor of pia no and t h eory at the State Conservatory 

of Odessa from 1915 to 1921 . He also te.Utght at the 

Hebrew Union School of Sacred Music . 

1. Political Zionism in Odesssi 

Lik e almost every center of Russian Jfewry, Odessa 

had lar ge grou ps who flatly rejected polltical 

Zionism, in any form , as a detrimental movement; which 

hampered t h eir efforts to secure full emsmcipa ti on . 

There was also a large group of Jews who ful ly 

supported Achad H11 'am 's cultural program •. 

Nevertheles s, many felt tha t Herzl 's a ppeal was 

the only solut ion to the J ewish problem .of survival . 

Schochet man points out t hat these variou1:1 factions 

were often times so vehement in their stEmd that fist 
(40 ) 

fights and riots ended public meet i ngs and debates . 

Up to the year 1906, Russia was divided into 
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twelve Zionist dist ricts. Each district was somewhat 

autonomous in its operation. And each district was 

permitted one delegate at the general conventions. 

However, after the Helsing~orae convention, the 

twelve districts were abolished. In order to centralize 

the Russian Zionist program, delegates were appointed 

according to the number of Zionists in each country . 

This new policy proved to be advantageous for the 

Zionists of Russia, sine~ they were apportioned many 

more delegates. And under this new plan, Odessa 

quickly became the center of Russian Zionism. The 

Odessa Committee soon became t he policy-making 

organization for all of Husaia. The main office or 

Keren Ke.yemeth was es tablished there; and after 

Ussishkin became t he president of t he world Zionist 

movement, Odessa became the center for the entire 
( 41) 

movement . 

Most people are of the opinion that nationalism 

and Haskalah were antagonisttc to each other. If 

this was the case in other cities, t hen Odessa was 

unique in that the leaders of both these groups were 

one and the same people. In 1900, Acbad Ha 1am , S . Dubnow, 
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and M .• Diesengoif ( late1r mayor of Tel Aviv) f'oI'lned a 

committee wh ose purpose1 was to infuse nati onalism 

into the Jewish educat1.onal ins ti tut ions of Odessa . 

In 1902 , this committee1 was presented a memorandum 

from t he l eaders of thE, Society for the Advancement 

of Haskalah. This memorandum gave t'ull support to 

their proposed program,, and it further suggested t hat 

the desired e ffec t could be achieved by introducing 

more Hebrew and more JE,wish history into t he curricula 

of all schools under t he supervis i.:>n of the Odessa 
(42) 

Jewish community. 

For sixty years this city sh owed a continuom' 

increas e in Jewish population. Schochetman points 

out that the statisticB of the years 1910-11 showed 

tha t Jews owned 43% of t h e factor ies in the city 

(155 out of 359 ). The J€ws were well represented in 

the paper industry and the grain mills; 63% of' all the 

small trade s hops belo1nged to the Jews; 51% of t he 

wholesalers were J ews; 46 of the 52 large export houses 

were Jewish owned; about 50% of the doctors and 

lawyers were J ews; out of t he 39 members of' the lat 



52. 

_Guild, 25 were Jews; 374 of the 474 members of the 

2nd Guild were Jews; 18 Banks were either managed or 
(43) 

controlled by Jews. 

However, not withstanding this statistical report, 

the year 1904 marks the peak of Jewish activity in the 

city. During the Russo- Japanese war, the Dardenelles _were 

closed to all ships headed for or leaving from Odessa . 

Once again the city was paralized by a serious economic 

-crisis. To add to the hardships, the Czar pointed to 

Odessa as the "Jewish City" responsible for the 

threatened revolution. As punishment he sent reaction-

ary anti- semitic administrators to Odessa , who continu-

ously hampered the liberties which the Jews bad 
(44) 

traditionally enjoyed . 

Later, during the 1st World War the Dardenelles 

were again closed against Russian traffic . For three 

-years contact was lost to the world; and this meant 

doom for t he Russian Paris which one might say the 

Jews helped to build . 
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Chapter I1r 

THE RISE OF NATIONALISM 

Modern Jewish Nationalism had been in the making 

in Russia long before it appeared on the scene. By 

the end of the Seventies, it was ripe for emergence; 

but it needed external pressure to be crystallized into 

a movement . This pressure was provided by the pogroms 

of 1881. The fact that outside attacks were needed 

to pave the way for the principles of the Hebrew 

nationalist s does not minimize the significance of their 

effort . As in the case of other peoples, Jewish 

national consciousness was fully awakened in . the 

face of gr ave danger. And in 1881 , war was declared 

against the Jewish people i~ Russia . 

No better example could be brought forward to 

prove the circumstances which precipitated into a 

Jewish nati onal movement than a study of the situation 

in the city of Odessa . 

The various movements and schools of thought that 
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reshaped Jewish life in the 19th century all had their 

share of influence on that city. And Odes sa certainly 

played a tremendous rol e in shapi ng the course of later 

actions . For , a s the more conserv8tive mas ses of the 

Pale of Settlement fought the exponents of enlighten­

ment t ooth and nail , Odessa became t he island or f r ee­

dom in a ~lging sea of hat red . Not only was internal 

spiritual oppression Wlknown in Odessa; also external 

tyranny toward the Jew was consider ably relieved there . 

As pointed out in Chapter I , Imperi al Russia was very 

much interested in the development of that city as its 

biggest commercial outlet on the rl1ack Sea; and the 

Jews , as well as other trading elements, were consider~d 

best fitted to achieve this gQal. During the reign of 

Nicholas I , t he entire Pale groaned and smarted under 

the oppressive meas~es of this Czar . 

But , · strangely enough, Odessa was hardly affected 

by these measures . Free s pirits can never survive 

Wlder conditions of abject slavery; and nowhere else 

1n Russia could these free spirits develop so fully 

as in the atmosphere of partial freedom which was so 

peculiar to Odessa . And it was this atmosphere whi ch 
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gave the Jews of Odessa the impetus to d emand emancipa­

tion , and later national independence . 

Odessa rapidly became the center of the Jewish 

movement of Enlightenment , and in the end the center of 

the struggle for nationalism. 

Early in its histor y, Odess a attracted a large 

group of enlightened scholars . Schools which stressed 

the teaching of a modern Jewish education, sprang up 

all over the city. In t hese schools , German replaced 

Hebrew; for Ger.man was , for these enlightened men , the 

language of advanced studies and high culture. Russ ian 

was also taught in these schools , but mainly for official 

and utilitarian purposes . 

Many of the graduates of t hese schools entered the 

Russian Gymnasium of Odessa where the Russian language , 

the new Russi~n literature, and Russian history was 

stressed . Thus it was that because of a liberal 

government policy , the youth of Odessa received ~ 

thorough and systematic Russian educati on . 

It may be surprising to note that where the rest 
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of the Jews .in the Pale were experiencing lts darke1st 

days, the Jews of Odessa enjoyed special privileges 

at the hands of the Czarist regime . Strangely enough, 

Hebrew writers and f i ghters for enlightenment could 

even count on financial support from the government . 

Sintcha Pinsker , a distinguished Hebrew scholar and 

authority on the history of the Karaites , and the 

father of Leo Pinsker was among those who received 

government honors in recognition uf his scholarly 

attainments . Thus it was , that the climate of opinion 

among most of the Jews of Odessa seemed to be that the 

government, a f ter all, did not seem to be directed 

against the Jews , per se , for its a t titude was harsh 

only toward the fanatic and ignorant elements . 

Like the followers of enlightenment among the 

Jews elsewhere , the youth of Odessa must have been 

somewhat gratefUl to the Czarist regime for the 
I 

educational possibilities it had made available to 

them . For after graduating from the Gymnasium , they 

were permitted to enter the Lycium of Richelieu in 

Odessa. Shochtman tells us that the percentage of 



Jews in this university was higher than in any other 
(1) 

university in -all Russia. 

However, after the pogroms of 1871, the Russo­

Jewish intellectuals of Odessa were compelled to 

realize that any attempt on the part of the Jews to 

get closer to t he Russians would yield no practicRl 

results as long as the mass of the Russian people were 

engrossed in i gnorance . For the burning question 

which confronted them "as based on the realization that 

the 1871 pogrom was the work of both the local Russian 

intelligentsia and the common man in the street. Wt.at 

point t hen, was there in the whole campaign of enlightan­

ment if the Maskilim could not rely upon the more 

enlightened of the Russian people'? A short survey of 

the pogroms in Odessa, the most enlightened of Russian 

~ities , pointed out that there were Anti-Jewish riots 

in that city alm~st yearly . Furthermore , t hese riots 

assumed the proportions of mass attacks in 1821, 1849, 

1859 and now in 1871~~ 

By 1881, it became clear to the local intelligentsia 

that riots a gainst t h e J ews were not a passing occurence, 
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but a chronic i l lness . All the phenomena that 

accompanied the 1881 pogrom in Odessa,. thE~ connivance 

of the authoritie s , the part icipation of t;he i ntellig-
. 

entsia, the hostility of the masses , and 1che instigation 

of the press, forced the Jews to realize ithe ineffect ive-

ness of their program for the solution of the Jewish 

question . 

The J ewish nati onal ist movement could not have 

come i nto being merely by the will of a few indi viduals, 

however forceful and persistent they might have been. 

Had the men , who assumed the l eadership in the Eighti~s , 

arisen in Russ i a earlier , in all probability , they 

would have been no better off t hen Moses Hess , who 

came forth w1 th the national idea in Germany during 

that period . 

Indeed , Jewish nationalism had to undergo a long 

process of growth, in which the movement for enlighten­

ment had its share; and more exactly, it was the result 

of certain historic factors that a ppeared only at the 

beginning of the Eight~es . 
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The advancements made by the Jews in Rus31a from 

1855 to 1879 reflect the reign of Alexander II. 

, 

Although he never granted the Jews equality, Alexander II 

did introduce many reforms which helped alleviate their 

condition . Moved by the desire to merge t he Jews with 

the general population, he ins t r ucted his " Jewish 

Commission" to revise existing restrictions which tended 

to impede this goal . In 1855, in his coronation address, 

the Czar announced that , henceforth, recruits for military 

service woul d be taken from the J ews on t he same basis 
(l) 

as from the rest of t he population. 

In 1859 , he granted permiss ion for the Jews of the 

First Guild to settle i n any part of . the Empir.e . Later, 

he extended that right to all Jewish artisans; and in 

1879 , he gr~nted the same privilege to all Jewish 

University graduates . 

Because of the Czar ' s ltberal a ttitude , it seemed 

only natural that the Jewish leaders and writers looked 

forward to a time in the near future when the Jews 

would be granted full equality . However, in the spring 

of 1881, Alexander II was assassinated by a gr oup of 
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fanatics . The ascension of Alexander III to the throne 

marked an abrupt change in the Government ' s policy. 

The new Czar was utterly opposed · tc ~my thought 

of progress. Under the influence of Constantine 

Petrovich Podyedonostzev, the head of the Roly Synod, 

Alexander III openly showed his reactiona?~y tendencies. 

He appointed Nicholas I gna tiev as Minis teir of Interior; 

and his acvisor was the r abid reactionary , Katkoff~J 

With such men as these et t he hel m of the Govern-

ment , there may 00.ve been some basis for the rum.ors that 

the new Czar actually authorized the pillage and 

slaughter of t he Jews wh ich followed his as cension to 

the throne . 

The pogroms , wh ich were lead by t he infamous Black 

Hundreds, began in Odessa on May 3, 1881 1, By that time, 

the Jewish population of Odessa exceeded the one hundred 

thousand mark . And a pogrom, in a city of t his size , 

might have assumed terrifying proportionH bad the 

authorities not stepped in to halt the massacres . 

However, fer three days, the Black Hurrl r 1eds swept 

through the Jewish section of the city, ,encountering 
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onl y a hastily o~ganized r esis t ance from a s mall gr oup 

of Jewish univer s i ty stu.den ts Cf' 

Not content with t h e massacres which raged through 

more than one hundred and sixty communities , I gantiev , 

the new Minister of Inteirior, instituted the nol;orious 

May Laws . These laws s oemed designed to carry out 

Ip.;natiev ' s boas t that hE~ would clear Russia of her 

J ewish problem by f or-cing one- thir d of "theIJ\ into con-

version , one- third to m'.lgrate , and one- third to die of 

starvation . In one broad sweep , they t ook away all the 

political a dvanc ements made during the reign of Alexander 

II . In accordance with its proposals, the Jews were 

driven back into t he Pale , which had been greatly di-

minished . Then , in order to reduce the refugees to 

mere b eggars , thes e laws further s tipulated t hat the 

Jews would no longer be permitted to settle in t he 

towns and villages of the Pale itself . 

In order to tur ther induce conversion, Jews who 

accepted Christianity were granted f reedom f rom taxat ion 

f or a period of five ye:ars . Later, the converts were 

even gr anted an irnr.ledia,te State Divorce , and were granted 
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the privilege o! cancelling all debts owed to other 

Jews . 

In the face of this clear cut program of gxtermina ­

tion , it is little wonder that the Jewish writers of t he 

day began a sincere search within Judaism for something 

which would insure its preservation . 

However , with t hi s disil lusionment came a lso a 

reawakening . Instead of fulfilling the desire of 

I ganatiev to force the mass of JaNry into Christianity , 

t~e May Laws and the Pogroms caused many of most 

Russified Jews to return to t he Jewish fold . There 

wa s , however , a notable change in the attitude of the 

returning Jews . The Haskalah Movemant bad done its 

work well . For religion played no leadi~g r ole in t his 

revival . Unknown even to themselves , the Maskilim , 

through their literary activities , paved the way f or 

a new nat1.ona.l spirit . 

By 1881, the Odessa branch of the Haskalah move­

ment included a large number of Hebrew writers . Foremost 

among them was M. L. Lilienblum . 
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The new pogr01r.s convinced Lilienblum that Jews 

would always be considered strangers in all lands . In 

an article which appeared in "R~•~et ", he pointed out 

that all a ttempts on the part of the Jew to live a 

normal life in the Diaspora by means of Haskalah , were 

mere illusions . In t hi s article , Lilienblum claimed 

that t he only possibie way f or the Jews to l ead a 

normal existence was to rehabilitate Palestine~ 

Her e was the first clarion call to Jewish nationalism 

by a leading figure in Russian Jewry . Following this 

article , a small pamphlet a ppeared in German which bore 

the pen- name 11Einer Russischer Yude . 11 This pamphlet , 

called "Auto-Emancipation", caused a great stir among 

Russian Jewry , for it advocated the acquisition of land 

by Jews leading to a compl ete migration f r om Russia . 

The author of this pamphlet was Dr . Leon Pinsker , t he 

son of the noted scholar and educator , Simchah Pinsker , 
('1) 

and a native of Odessa . 

Educated in the dark days of the r eign of 

Nicholas I , and having witnessed the improved conditions 

of t he Jews by the reforms of Alexander II , Dr . Leon Pinsker 
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became a firm believer in emancipation and amalgama tion . 

He t ook to writing a.s a hobby; and through the years, 

he contributed many articles to Russian periodica ls 

in wh ich he pleaded fo r an amelioration of the hard-

ships i mposed upon t he Jews . During the Sixties , he 

became one of the co- editors of t he Russ ian-Jewish 

weekly "Zion". 

However , a fter the pogroms of 1881 , he , t o o, saw 

t h e futility in believing that the Russian J ews would 

ever be granted full equality . Like all later Zionists , 

Dr . Pinsker arrived at his conclusions through a de­

f i nite conviction t hat even the much desired equality 

would not improve the Jew 1s feeling of insecurity among 

the nations , unless the Jew secured a homeland of his 
(I) 

OV! n . 

The great value of Pinsker 1 s doctrine was not 

t hat it wa s an original one . His conclusion was no 

new discovery in the true sense of t he word . However , 

his cont ribution is t ha t he was the f irst of the 

Russian Jews to tr ea t t he Jewish problem as a whole . 

concisely and definitely , he claimed "Our greatest 
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misfortune is that we do not form a nation - we are 
(q) 

merely Jews . 11 

When Pinsker wrote "Auto- Emancipation", he d id 

not l ook upon Palestine as the only possible home of 

refuge . On the contrary , he even feared that the 

Jewish inborn love of Palestine would induce the Jews 

to settle there -without consideri!lg that country ' s 

unfavorabl e conditions·. He insisted that the pre-
. 

servation of the Jewish people was more i mportant than 

any sentimental reclamation of Palestine . 

Because his pamphlet caused so great a stir among 

his colleagues , Dr . Pinsker called a meeting at h i s 

home in order to discuss tho possibilities of his 

pamphlet . At t his meeting which was attended by 

Lilienblum, Levi nsky , Ben Ami , Ravnitzki , A. Greenberg 

and Vassyli Berman , it was decided that t his g r oup 

would organize a Pa lestine Colonization Societ y . The 

group appointed Pinsker as President and Li lienblum 
Oo) 

as secretary . 

Practical ly overnight , the idea of Jewish 
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Nationalism cr ept int o every strata of Rus _ian- Jewish 

society. By 1884, small groups of ''Lo·vers of Zi on" 

societies sprang up t hroughout nuss ia . 

In or der to coor dinate the aims and efforts of 

these groups , Pinsker cal led a c on f erence of t hes e 

''a rious gr oups . Because the Government of Russia did 

not sanction the existence of the organizat i on , the 

meeting was held in Ka ttowi tz , Eas t Pr us s ia on November 6 , 
t 11} 

1884 . 

While he did not commit himself to Palestine as 

the possible lo ca ti on of this new center of Jewry , 

Pinsker yielded to the Chovive Ziyyon groups which 

regarded Pales t ine a s the only poss ~.ble land for a 

nati onal home . 

During these infant years in the national revival , 

a noticeable change began to take form in the f ield of 

Hebrew literatur e . Up until this time , Hebrew was 

employed merely as a means of propagating the ideas of 

Haskalah . Although t~e Hebrew writers embraced every 

field of endeavor , t hey hardly ever regarded Hebrew as a 
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national literature . They looked upon Rsorew merely 

as a means of transmitting ideas to a people who 

understood no other language . 

However , during the early Eighties , under the 

influence of the Chibbath Zion movement , the Jewish 

writers began to stress the idea that Jews wer e & 

single people with the obligation of establishi ng a 

homeland where Hebr ew would be revived . The majori t y 

of writers even felt that only through a revival of 

Hebrew could the Zionist movement develop any vital 

sense of historicity . 

In the late Eighties , the city of Odessa came to 

the forefront as a great center of Hebrew literary 

activi ty . Here lived M. L . Lilienblwn, the converted 

fiery nationalist ; Levins~:y, the hmnorist , s . J . 

Abramovich, the novelist , S . M. Dubnow , the historian 

and chief of all , Asher Ginzberg . 

Lilienblum became the foremost champion of 

nationalism . He knew full well that the rehabilitation 

of Palestine woul d be faced with grave difficulties 
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and obstacles and that the process of regeneration 

would take a long -:; i me . From the very beginning of 

his entrance into t he Zionist movement , up to his 

dying hour, he was the very life and in~piration of 

all i ts activities . While it is true he originated 

no new i deas , he managed to give life and force to 

everything he touched . His simple dicti on , his clear 

logical mind , and his sincerety of purpos e fired his 

contemporaries with an element al force . He became eo 

engros s ed in the preser vation of Judaism , he tactful l y 

abandoned h is former position that r e ligious practi ces 

had to b e refor med . Thus , he repres ented a strange 

a nd rare blend of r ealism and conservatism. As a sober 

and pr actical obs er ver of persecution, he f elt t hat 

the Jews must have a lnB.terial basis Emd, therefore , 

mus t colonize Palest:ne . In his biography 

11 f'71oj f"·{n " he admits th.a t Jewish 

unity is the only eoluti on for J ewish survival . He 

wrote 11Yes, we a re aliens throughout a l l of Eur ope . 

We are mere way farers , never gues t s . In t his period 

of rising nationalism, we are aliens because of our 

r ace . " 
(./">--) 
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Because of this noticeable fact , J.,ilienblum con­

cluded tba. t Palestine must be developed into a home­

land for the Jews . "We must cease being strangers ; 
{13) 

and t his can only happen in the land of our forefathers ." 

As t ime passed , and as the restrictions became more 

unbearable for the Russian Jew , Lilienblum became 

~onvinced t h.a t Statehood must be achieved at all costs . 

In his essay , " Israel in :ts Own Land", he pointed 

out that all would be well for t he Jews once statehood 

is achieved . Strangely enough, Lilienblum would have 

agreed to forsake Palestine e.s the new ce:1ter of 

J ewry , if acquisition of that land prove6. to be 

imposs ible . 

But his conservatism and his internal pride in 

all t hings Jewish also were expressed in his writings . 

In later life , he opposed the widening of the scope 

of Hebrew literature t o i nclude the humanistic 

tendenc ies; for he claimed that Is~ael , with its 

emphasis on ethics , must remain pure of European thought 

and expressions . When it becarr.e clear that a new 
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Hebrew was being developed, he wrote against the new 

innovations in the old language for be claimed , " that 

in the courae cf time , this despi • able language will 

become the living tongue of our brothers in the Hol y 

Land. And I doubt whether our children will be 

gracious towar d this r en~issance , simply because its 

newer words are no l onger t he expression of Our peopl e . nV~) 

And , furthermore, he never lost bis intense pride 

in his Jewish heritage . Even when he insisted on the 

need of modifying Rabbinics, bis .feelings ran much 

deeper than a mere negation of practices. To him, 

Israel 1 s was t he purest civilization on earth . In 

" lg/IC dtl J:c?(' f'i- " he wrote : " Israel's 

civilization is the fruit of its own spirit; whereas 

the civilization of the other nations are mixt ures of 

Judaism and Hellemsin.n 
(ts) 

"Israel is far above the other nati cbns , in its 

spirit , in its mi ndt·and in its ways . Tb.at is the 

reason the other nati ons fear our increase . For what 

other reason do t hey chase us from ev ery province in 
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Europe and Asia?" (th) 

As he rationally observed t he storms of persecution 

in his native land , he reached the conolusion "that 

ther e is no time to prepare the settlers in Palesti ne 

by offering t hem an intense training in other countries . 

He maintained t hat the first s tep toward alleviating 

existing conditions was to evacuate t he Jews from the 

areas of persecution .. He point ed out "that Statehood 

is not important , but the settlement of Jews i n the 

land of t he birt h of our nation is the prime important 

step . " (t1) 

Later on,he believed that the dormant national 

spirit would burst i nto renewed lif e and unite the 

Jews a3 t he Galut never could . 

This new $pirit of nationali sm even made him 

enthus iastic enough to overl ook the cr y for rel igious 

reforms . " For all the i mportance of this question , I 

cannot be concer ned with it, since it is not a necessary 
"Of) 

prerequisite to a return to the land of Israel . "For 

we are a holy people, whether we are God- fearing or 
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heretical. And in t he land of our fathers, there ~ill 

only be sons of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob ." (t9) 

Tb.us we see one strain of Zionist thought expressed 

in the writings of Li l ienblum. This strain emphasized 

the saving of Jewish lives. It concentrated all its 

energies on political manipulations which would serve 

t o alleviate the conditions of the Jews. Later, this 

l arge gr oup of Jews followed the leadership of Thedor 

Herzl and became known as the Political Zionists. 

The other strain in the revival of Jewish nation-

alism considered the immedi ate alleviation of the 

condition of the Jews as a mere step in a long range 

movement on the part of the Jew in attempting to answer 

questions about his Jewishness and his orientation to 

a new culture . This group centered its activities in 

creativity in t he Galuth until Palestine could be 

gained as the vital center of t h e newly aroused Jewish 

nationalism. The leader of thi~ movement was the 

writ er known by the pen name oi A.chac! Ha 'am. 

In 1885, Asher Ginaberg vis i ted Odessa f or the 



first time . I~ke so many of bis contemporaries, the 

Pogroms of 1881 served to convlnce him ths.t Haske.lah 

a.lone was no solution t o ~he Jewish problem . Because 

of family conditions , Ginaberg we.s forced to leave 

t h e city and r eturn home; however, in 1886, he r eturned 

to Odes sa. . By this time he was convinced that Zionism 

held the answer to his enslaved people . 

By the time he settled per~.anently in Odessa , it 

had become the seat of the central committee 0f the 

Chovevi Zion movement . Ginc berg readily joined the 

movement; but he s oon realized that the organization 

lacked something that could lift it above the menial 

task of collecting relatively trivial sums of money 

for the support of the new colonies ln Palest ine. For 

three years he sat by silently and watched colony 

after colony fall under the protectior- of the great 

philanthropist , Baron F.dmond de Rothschild # and he came 

to the realizat i on that a radi cal cha.nee was necessary 

if Chibbat Zion wa s to become the great movement for 

national revival which , in his conception, it was . 
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Presumably because he criticised these dishearten­

ing turns of events, Gin• berg was elected a member of 

the central commi~tee . After listening to Ginaberg 

speak out against the existing policies of the movement, 

Alexander Zederbaum, also a member of the central 

committee urged him to prepare. an a rtic le for Ha.-Melitz 

which had become t he literary arm for the movement. 

Finally, in 1889, Girurberg, submitted two articles 

which he called "Lo Zeh Ha Derect". In these short 

essays , he clearly set forth the evils of the Chovevi 

Zion Movement as he saw them . He pointed out that if 

the movement was to maintain its position as a national 

one , it must stop its over-emphases 011 the economic and 

political development of Palestine by Jews; and con­

centrate its energies toward making that land the 

center of Judaism, where Jewish culture, language and 

religion could be further advanced. Rather tha.n 

persuade Jews to resettle Palestine for their own 

material gai ns , the movement should stand for Jewish 

nationalism, in its purest sense. He demanded quality 
(~o) 

above quantity. 
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Three months later , his s e cond essay appeared in 

Ha- Mel i tz . In this article he presented his program 

of "Spiritual Zionism" . He pointed ou t t hat t he 

colonizat i on of Pales tine would never solve the real 

problem of Jewish needs unless it carried with it a 

national sentiment endorsed by all the Jews throughout 

the world . («t) 

The significance of a Jewish Palestine was , not 

that it would become t he gatheri ng-place for world 

Jewry ; but r ather that it would become the spiritual­

cultural center from which all of world Jewry would 

benef it. 

These two a r ticles caused a great deal of resent­

ment among the members of the Chovevi Zion Movement. 

For t h e majority of them l ooked upon the r esettle~ent 

of Palestine as a panacea f or all Jewish ills . However, 

there were also many who agreed with Gi naberg's 

criticism. Soon after his second article a ppeared , a 

secret s ociety was f ormed in Odessa . This society 

adopted the name "B' ne Moshe" since its members 
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advocated "the revival of the ancient p~ophetic con­

cept of the remnant of Israel." (~«) 

The motto of this organization was "Israel's 

Revival upon Israel's Soil," and although its purpose 

was the same as th.at of the Chovevi Zion Movement , its 

conception of how to fulfill i ts dedicated purpose 

differed widely from which was currently expressed in 

the practices of the parent organization. In t he 

principles which Achad Ha ' am drew up, he expressed his 

opinion that "the attainment of a national end demands 

a nati onal effort in whi ch the pick of the nation 's 

resources must be held together by a mor~l bond of uni on . 

It demands the work of generations, who must carry out 

the plan carefully , gradually , patiently and according 

to f ixed rules . " (.2~) 

This statement of principles f or the B!ne Moshe 

Society also reflected t h e dedicated aim of its fir st 

president , Asher Gi~berg . For the author of this 

statement wisely understood that the Jewish people 

would never be able to become secure in Palestine 
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unless t he col lected heart and mi nd of the people 

became soaked in a regenera ted love for Zion; and 

toward t his goal he dedicated his literary career 0 

Although he entered the portals of Hebrew 

literature merel y as Achad Ha'am, with no cons ci ous 

claim to any dignity as a writer, and probably with 

little intention of b eginning a literary career at 

thirty-three , his mode of thought and his style of 

expression was so unique and s o com:nanding that , be­

fore long , he became the leading f i gure in Hebrew 

literary circles . 

11 Lo Zeh Haderech11 were not the only articles of 

Achad Ha ' am to rouse resent ment against the author . 

Each article he subsequently published s eemed to stir 

up a great deal of commotion. For Achad Ha ' am viewed 

his task of writing very serious ly. Throughout his 

life , he never wrote for the sake of writing . Often 

he would prefer to remain silent, notwithstanding the 

obvious eagerness with which the Hebrew readers awaited 

his words . Rather he preferred to wait until he felt 
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he had something definite to contribute toward a 

solution of s ome vital problem or toward an elucidation 

of some truth . 

From t he very first he commanded respect , not only 

from t he very young, but even from the acknowledged 

leaders of Hebrew letters . Evenhis first two ventures 

in t he f ield of literature were so unusual l y superior 

to the general output of his day, that he t ook the 

Hebrew reading public by surprise . They avidly awaited 

and absorbed every line t hat came from his pen . For 

t hey recognized that his deep thoughts and clear and 

f&scinating style was a rare combination. To say th.at 

his style was new and artistically perfect is not 

enough . It was also noticeably free from the chains 

which unfor tunately bound t he t hen existing Hebrew 

literature . And to say t hat his t deas showed a deep 

and penetrating study is also an understatement. For 

each thought was so t r eated by his analytical mind that 

they became infused with a penetrating light which 

enabled the reader to see and understand in a way which 

had not been possible before . 
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There is not a sentence in all his writings t hat 

d oes not bear the same stamp of authority. Achad Ha ' am 

never faltered nor wondered. If his mind was disturbed 

by t h e numerous problems he deals with, he never ex­

posed these disturbances to his r ·eaders . Befot•e he 

would present his final dr aft , he would remold each 

article until he had a cold, finished masterpiece which 

wa s perfe ct in form , ideal in outline , and beautifUl 

in c0lori ng . Thus , in each art~cle we are left with 

a model essay - br ief, polished and clear. 
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Chapter V 

The Odessa School 

The beginning of the Odessa School of Modern 

Hebrew Literature can be traced to Shalom Jacob 

Abramowitz. ·Fo-r Yi th his translations ot hia earlier 

popula~ Yi ddish novels into Hebrew, Abramowitz began 

a new epoch in Hebrew literature. 

Under the pen name, Mendele Kocher Seforim, 

Abramowitz was the first modern writer to demonstrate 

the wealth or word-building potential and the tremendous 

possibilities of expression which lie dormant i n the 

Hebrew language. 

Up to his time, almost t he enti~e field o~ Hebrew 

literat ure had been limited to the over-worked 

vocabulary, phraseology and style of the Bible. This 

flowery "Melii;ah11 usage was actually a half imitation 

and a half distortion of the Biblical verse in order 

to suit the means of the numerous writers. And it was 

this "Melizah" style which dominated the Haskalah 
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Period in Jewish life. 

As & realist , Mendele preferred to write a~out the 

life of the Jew duriug his own period. In the preface 

to his Yiddish play "PrizioW", he tells, in his humorous 

way , the reason he was compelled to write about the 

old Ghet t o life . u) 

"I was drawn to return to the home nest, like 
the wandering bird . Today Jewish life is covered 
with black clouds. Storms blow from all sides. 
Every-•here it is bleak and lonely •••• ~omething 
seemed to draw me t o that corner in Jewish life 
where I found old friends to whom I told these 
stories. And suddenly I had a strange desire to 
return to ruy people ." 

But in his Hebrew novels, the creation of a folk 

language cons tituted a serious pro bl em . As a realist , 

he was compelled to write in the language or the people . 

However, in that day, Hebrew ha~ l ost contact with every­

day life . It no longer expressed the conc epts, the 

images and the ideals of t he Jewish people . Thus, 

Mendele had to invent new styles , create new material 

and add new features to the Hebrew language . 

In his ar t icle on the "Hebrew Style of Mendele 
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Mocher Seforim", which appeared in the magazine, 

"Ha-Omer ", Ravnitski pointed out that "Mendele loved 

the Holy Hebrew la.nguage".(;i) 

As a trail-blaze~, Mendele gave Hebrew a new and 

simple art of description. By using the simple and 

pure Hebrew or the Miahnah and the Midrash, he helped 

free it from much of its affectations. In his 

endeavor to make his style as colloquial as possible• 

he even had to introduce many Yiddishisms into the 

Hebrew language. And because the Biblical forms were 

too antiquated to express contemporary situations, he 

made free use of Talmudi~ expressions. Those who 

followed in his tradition copied his simple and exact-

ing style or expression. In a letter to Ravn1tzk1, 

Mende le wrote: (a) 

"The style of Hebrew in my novels is a new 
creation. It was my intent to create a style 
which would be alive and which would speak 
clearly and exactly as men do in our times. Its 
soul is Jewish; and through it, stories will be 
given to t he Jews in Hebrew. 

This was not an easy task; but with the help 
of God I made this new creation . And from that 
time on, the Jewish writers started using my 
style." 
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This style became one of the most important 

features which distinguished the Odessa School of modern 

Hebrew prose . The complete list of writers who belong8d 

to this school of expression is a long one and beyond 

the scope of this chapter . But one need only turn to 

the writings of Judah Steinberg and S. Ben Zion 

(Guttmann) to fUlly feel the impact this style exerted 

on Hebrew letters. 

Mendele's later disciples, such as Bialik and 

Berkowitz , further elaborated on his beginnings and 

brought about a synthesis between the Bibl i cal and 

the Mishnaic atylee . For t hey created a literature 

which possessed all the vigor and grandeur of the 

Bible and a l l the clarity and simplicity of the 

Miahnah. 

In this chapter, I hope to analyse the writings 

of Mendele , Judah Steinberg and Ben Zion in order to 

determine those characteristics whi ch they shared in 

common. 

However, before we point out their similarities, 



84 . 

there is one glar ing difference which must be u.n.der ­

stood . As it has already been pointed out , Mendele 

prefer red to write about J ewish l ife in a small- town 

Russian ghetto . And this is the one featur e that 

seemingly separated him from his disciples . All three 

of them were realists ; however , Steinberg and Ben Zion 

choose their subject matter from a more contemporaneous 

J ewish life . And because of this, their writings re­

flected pulitical and social problems which differed 

from the milieu in which Mendele delved . 

In chapter IV , it was pointed out that there was 

a tremendous change in the thinking of the Jewish 

intellegentia following the pogroms of the Seventies 

and Eighties . For during that period , ~he Maskilim 

experienced a per iod of disillusionment ; and Jewish 

nationalism became ~he popular plea to the masses . 

Because Mendele wrote about t h e life of the Jews during 

the early Haskalah Period, he was seemingly out of the 

realm of t his confl ict; for he preferr ed to use symbolic 

langua ge instead of direct involvement . Thus, in his 

plea f or social and rel igious r eforms , he imitated the 

earlier Maskilitr ; and he was just as biting and satirical 

as t hey wer e in his portrayal of Jewish life . 



85 . 

As a Mask~l , Mendele satirized all that was shabby 

and sterile in ghetto Juda ism. He gave allegorical names 

to t he three towns in Southern Russia which constituted 

the scenes of his novels ; and the names forcibly 

_suggested the realiti~ of that life to the readers . His 

" Beggar •s Town11 /1c 1,3~/) brought into shar p focus 

the precarious economics of Russian Jewry . His " Idler s t 

Town" ,,re depicted the degeneracy of 

social c ons( iousness . And his " Fool ' s Town11 

Jewish 

,,fo~ 
I 

brought out the was ted i deology o~ a fantasy- ridden Jewry . 

And i n this, Mendele is not alone • . Although they 

wrote about a much later period , the writings of both 

Steinberg and Ben Zion contain the s ame type of social 

messa ge . In bis short story "Abraham Meir , the Malamed , 11 

Steinberg vivldly described t he miseries of ghetto life . 

However , he wrote about the economic changes which took 

place after the anactment of the May Laws , which greatly 

i nfluenced J ewish life i n a smal l town . 

When Abraham , the Malamed , found out tha t his wife 
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was pregnant with a second child, panic seized him . 

Steinberg put these thoughts in Abraham 's mind:('#) 

"'I will soon be an unfortunate father of 
two children. And here I have but little moneT 
left of my dowry; and in a few months , even that 
will be gone . Then what will I do?' 

But even as these thoughts ran through his 
mind, he knew that he had no other choice but to 
remain as a poor Malamed. For it was still a 
means . of earning a living. And he thought, 
'Although the gains were not large, I will never 
be abl~ to lose too much. And after all, what is 
man? Does he need more than his daily bread?'" 

Similarly, Ben Zion, in his "Man of the Kahal" 

pointed out the moral degeneracy which followed the 

governmental r estrictions. And he very skillfull y 

showed how these restrictions hampered the Jew in his 

struggle to .earn a livelihood . 

Faced with the possibility of spending a Sabbath 

without food, Rabbi Nisi, the town representative, 

lowered himself to cheat a poor widow out of three r~blesl(~ · 

"He lt~ t hG widow's house and turned homeward, 
groping with his cane and feeling the damp darkness 
-surrounding him . His reward, the three rubles, 
was with him, a heavy burden in his pocket. He 
hurried a.s fast as he could. A shudder ran through 
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him; and a cold sweat rose on his race ••• All his 
bartering in the house or the widow projected 
itselt before him in his wretchedness. Be tried 
to express his feelings in words; and just as he 
reached the steps to his house, he muttered to 
himself, 'Descend, descend!'" 

Although the social message was one which the 

Odessa prose writers shared with the earlier Maakilim, 

their method of presentation was somewhat different. 

The wri tera of the Baskalah literature concentrated on 

revealing the baser aides of Jewish life in their moat 

vulgar end grotesque aspects. F.0wever , the Odessa 

school emancipated themselves from this one-sidedness. 

They wrote about the whole of life, and not only its 

uglier aspects . In al l three of these writers there 

was a strong tendency to al1ow penetrating gl:tmpses of 

the finer aspects of their characters. 

Thus, Mendele pointed out that the Jew could also 

appreciate the beauties of na turelb) 

"He (temptation) stood a nd opened one of my 
(Kendele's) eyes. And immediately a wonderrul 
scene met my gaze: Fields sprinkled with buckwheat, 
as white as snow, intermingled with yellow rows 
of wheat, ani tall green sunflowers, a beautiful 
green valley, bordered by forests of trees; and 
below, a pure, clear brook wound its course and 
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reflected the golden rays ot the sun •••• ; and 
finally, a pasturing herd ot sheep and cattle 
looked like many dark, speckled spots from the 
distance." 

And in his longest novel "In Those Days", Steinberg 

depicted the courageousness with which the Cantonist 

soldier served his ungrateful fatherland . During the 

heat ot battle, Samuel, the Cantonist, saw a priest tall 

down wounded. He had every reason to run as did the 

othera when they saw the priest fall. But Steinberg 

made Sa.muel think: (1) 

"At t hat moment I felt as it I were made or 
three different men . Just think: Samuel, the man; 
Samuel, t he soldier; and Samuel the Jew. 

Says Samuel, the man: 'You have done enough; 
and it is all over now. Therefore, run tor dear 
life.t 

Says Samuel, t he soldier: 'Shame on you. 
Where is your bravery? The regimental images(Icons) 
have fallen . Try, perhaps they can yet be s aved . 1 

Says Samuel, the Jew: 'Certainly, save; for 
a Jew must do more than is expected of him. 1 

But Samuel, the man answers: 'Do you recall 
how many lashes you suff ered on account of these 
same images? 1 •• •••••• • Many such thoughts flashed 
through my brain. But i t all tock a moment. And 
in a moment I was by the priest's side. He was 
alive; he was wounded only tn his hand. I raised 
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him to his f eet , put t he images into his hand , li.fted 
them up , and supported them. 'This way , Russians l' 
I do not know who shouted t hose words . Perhaps 
I did ; perhaps some other person; perhaps it was 
from Heaven . However, t he victory was ours . But 
I did not remain on my fee t long . A bullet struck 
me and I fell . " 

Another characteris tic which these wri t ers shared 

was their intense l ove for Jewish ritual . To t he Mask11 , 

the entire scope cf ritual was regarded as something foreign 

to t he higher aspirations of an enl ightened Jew . And 

because of t h is fact , t he Maskil im usually por trayed the 

emancipated J ew as an alienated , completely-·Europeanized 

Jew . However , t he Odessa writers regarded t he use of 

ritual and ceremonial in a much more wholesome light . 

All of them agr eed with Achad Ha'am that ritual was the 

means which helped preserve Jewish identity in the 

Diaspora . Thus , t h ese a uthors very sympatheticnl l y 

gave their readers short glimps es about the ri tual side 

of Jewish lif e . 

In " !C:::>ril> l')IYri 11
, Mendele showed how 

eagerly the J ew looked f orward to the Sabbath: 

"The rag- picker is no longer a dog ; today his 
soul is renewed. It is the Sabbath; and Shmulik 
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is the son of a king . He says t he Kiddush over the 
wine , a nd ~it s down a t the table . His wif e is on his 
r i ght ; and his children are arou.n4 him . They dip 
their spoons into the dish to take some s oup , a piece 
of meat , a f ragment of fish or ot her good things of 
which t hey hardly knew about during the week . 11 

And Steinberg in his short stor y , 11Lag B' Omer" s hows 

how eagerly the young looked forward to t he celebration :(4r) 

''Their fa t her did no t have to urge t hem t o rise f or 
school . For t oday was a holiday . It was Lag ..._Omer , 
at wh ich t i me the boys of the school went into the 
woods , where th~ bir ds sang sweetly , and the insec ts 
hwnmed . In the woods flow~d a clear stream in 
whose mirror the t r ees reflected other trees a s 
fair as they • • • •••••••••••• • The boys had fun in 
the woods . The trees stood high, tempting brave 
boys to climb t hem . And that is what they did . They 
went up to the top ; and their f aces looked very 
pretty peeking out f r om the fol iage , as if growing 
fr om it . The fee ling a boy had , when he stood on t be 
tree top above a. flowing stream, was a f ine one •• ••• • 
Af ter a while the whole school was as sembled . Then 
t he teacher explained the signif i cance of the d·ay 1 s 
celebre ti on . 11 

And in his short stor y , "The Day Which is Completel y 

Rest", Ben Zion showed how carefully the Chassidim 
(10) 

ob8erved the Sabbath: 

"After saying 'Shalom Aleichem 1 as was the custom, 
father si t s dovm n ear t he table , opens his Siddu.r , and 
begins reel t ing ttp~ '11pf), that beaut iful ~ombination 
of the Song of Songs an d 1:;he Trac ta te •p::,~ • And how 
long this hour seemed to us . For f ather insisted that 
h is household r emain with him in the house ; so that he 
could be t he r.omplete r uler •... • ..... . " 
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Comparison of Characters 

I t would be a super-human task t o analyze all the 

characters that were i ntr oduced :tnto Hebrew l iterature 

by Mendele and his disciples; for t hey portrayed the 

characters that made up the entire scope of Jewish 

existance) f r om the very old to the very young, s.nd 

from the Ma.skil to the Chassid . And any comparison of 

character types, orily prove bow closely concerned this 

school was with the social problems which aros e during 

the period in which they wrote . The portrayal of the 

Maskil can ~ erve as an excellent example with which to 

illustrate this fact . 

In Mendele's "Val e of Tears" the Mask11 was the 

true hero of the s tory . He was th e man who saved 

Herahele from the miseries of the ghetto He was the 

one who won the maiden in the small sub- plot of t he 

novel . And one can readily understand that Mendele 

looked toward the Maskil as the saving hope in Jewish 

life . 

However, Steinberg, who wrote ebout a later period , 
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was not so kind to the Maskil. In his novel "Dr . Orlov", 

he portrayed a Jew who lost all his princ:Lples in the 

course of ac quiring a aecular education. His Jiaskil 

not only gave up his Jewish values, he ev1en became a 

harsh materialist. 

Ben Zion also depicted the Ma.skil as a maladjusted 

person who finds no comfort in escaping f :rom .Tewish life. 

In his short story, "Me-Eber le-Chayyim" , the Maakil 

wastes away in a state of confusion and uncertainty . 

Another character type which underwent a radical 

change from Mendele and Ben Zion was t he Zionist. 

Mendele was highly sceptical about the id~als of 

Zionism. Al though h e was a member of thE~ Zionist 

Movement, he could not completely accept the idea that 

migration to Palestine was the only posslble solution to 

the Jewish problem. In his short story, "In Evil Days" 

he viewed with suspicion those so-called idealists who 

migrated to Palestine in ~ fit of desperntion. In this 

story he was not very sympathetic toward Zionism; but 

he sa tlrized the si tua ti on in Russia whic:h brought about 
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this migration. 

However , in ~he novels of Steinberg and Ben Zion, 

the authors were much more sympathetic toward the 

Zionist. In "Neither for God nor for People" , Steinberg 

picked as his hero the son of the enlightened father. 

Where the father was very indiff erent toward the 

practices of Judaism, the son, an ardent Zionist, was 

su..1:"e or his convi c tiona : (II) 

"Dan turned around, extinguished the candles 
of the Hasmoneans , and greeted the priest. 
'Good evening, Vasil Stefanovitchl' 
'Excuse me Dan for bothering you. Oh, what ~ 
peculiar odor I smell in your store. Is it a 
smell of vapor, or cooking oil, or do you still 
bother with the candles of the Maccabees?' 
Oh, no,' nan said as he tried to hide the Menorrah 
with his body. 
'Th.at is why I am surprised l I knew you were 
above such foolishness . But, Dan , do me a favor; 
ask your servant to give me a good bottle of oil.' 
'For eating, or for anointing?' 
'Neither , I just would like to have some fine 
Palestinian oil.' 
But dan took the priest's words as a refined 
i nsult and an ugly hint about his Jewishness . 
He reddened ; he lowered his eyes; then he raised 
them and said indignantly to his guest , ' There 
never was any Palestinian oil in my storel' 
'Really? Too bad l' 
Suddenly a voice resounded in the room: 
Baruch atta Adonai, Elohaynu melech ha- olom, 
she-he-chi- yonu , ve-key-ma-nu, ve-hi-gi yonu 
lazman ha zeh. 
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Dan was shocked; h e stepped backward. and locJked; 
(in the next room ) he saw the stubborn 'one (hia 
son. the Zionist) bending over the Venorrah and 
lighting the extinguished lights ." 

Ben Zion also looked upon Zionism as the solution 

for the Jewish problem. In "The Other Side to Lite", 

h e pointed out that Jews could find a new will to live 

in Zionism. His heroes were t he two young Zionists, 

who looked forward to the day when they could migrate 

to Palesti ne . 

Probably the greatest contribution which these 

write~s made to Hebr ew literature was the manner in 

which t hey realisticall y portrayed the li ~e of the 

Jewish child . In Emek Ha-Bakah, Mendele l ooked with 

horror upon a s ociety which confined and restricted. the 

Jewish child , Her3hele. In, " Be-Seter Ra'am" , he 

sympathetically depicted the lif e the children who grew 

up during the pogroms . 

In "Nefesh Rezuzeh", Ben Zion pointed out all the 

i nner conflicts with which the Jewish chi ld was raced. 

In this story it was the child who rebelled against the 

authorit1 which bound him to tz•adition . 
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Most of Steinberg's stories were w~itten tor 

children. But in his longer novel "In Those Days", he 

a lso pointed out the injustices perpetrated against the 

J ewish child~ (Ii) 

"Many ot the former cantonists can still 
remember with horror the steambath they were 
forced to t ake. They called the bath 'the chamber 
of hell' . At first glance, it really seemed to 
have been an awful thing. They would pick out 
all the cantonists who had as much as a scratch 

on their bodles, or the smallest sign ot a boil, 
paint the wounds with tar, and put the boys , 
stripped , on the top shelf in the steambath. 
And below was a row of attendants armed with birch­
rods . The kettle boiled fiercely, the stones were 
red-hot , and the attendants emptied pails or bo111ng~1V 
on the stones without a stop. The steam rose, 
penetrating every pore of the skin and sting-sting. 
It entered into the very flesh . The pain was 
unbearable. It pricked and pricked; and there 
was no air to breath. It was simply choking. And 
if the boy rolled down, those below stood ready 
to meet him with the rods." 

Plot Analysis 

As a group, these writers did not make a noticeable 

effort to develop plots. Most of their stories were 

short sketches taken directly f rom life~ And, therefore , 

their plots are incidental to the social motive about 
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which they wrote . 

Mendele was so i:.nxious to pr esent a realisti c 

picture of his social environment , he often entered the 

s cene himself . As an observer , he captured th e humanity 

and dignity of his characters ; but he never d eveloped a 

well- rounded centra l plot . In his "Vale of Tears" he 

unites his sketches by means of a minor plot , but he 

make8 the reader feel that the plot is only incid ental 

to the stor y. 

Steinberg and Ben Zion also dld not develop their 

plots along conve~ti onal lines . They , too , preferr ed 

lo take small sketches out of life . And on e can 

certainly find strong social motives in their stories . 

In g eneral all of thes e men wrote about tbe probl ems 

involved in the acquis ition or the r eaction to enlighten­

ment . All of t hem made an earnes t search for Jewish 

values which could preserve Judaism in a smothering and 

hostile society . All of them \\To t e about the hor rible 

pers ecutions which were impos ed upon the Jews . 
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And because they concentrated on motives rather 

than plots, they were directly concerned with the 

conditions of Jewish life in the period of which they 

wrote . Thus, Mendele wrote about a rapid1y disappear­

ing ghetto life; and he utilized only those solutions 

which were in existence. du.ring that period. Steinberg 

and Ben Zion on t h e other band , wrote about a generation 

in which the problems of earning a li velilllood were 

greatly intensified l>y the enactment of t :be May Laws . 

They pointed out the injustices directed 19.gainst Judaism . 

And they pointed out the struggles which '•ere involved 

in accepting the ideals of Zionism. 

These are but three of a large numbe:r of writers 

who learned to use the Hebrew language with consummate 

skill , and who helped introduce a new Golden Era in the 

history of Hebrew literature . After thes1e men came 

the poets , novelists and essayists who wrote with 

exquisite beauty and matchless diction. :For such 

names as B:f.alik, Schneur, Tcherttkowsky, P4sretz, 

Berdichewski, Druya nov , Bershadski , and Klausner will 

live forever in the annals o.f Hebrew lite1rature . And 
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we owe our undying gratitude to these literary pioneers 

who so successfully refurbished and put to modern use 

some of the ~ords , expressions and idioms which have 

lived for centuries in an unchanging mental pattern of 

the Jewish people. 

In conclusion , the Mende.le tradition stood for a 

penetrating observation and minute description of the 

Jewish milieu, and was generally recogniz ed by its 

thorough craftsmanship and cl assic robust style. This 

school's new r ealism gave to Hebrew pro$e a concentrated 

power , a precision and vividness which it lacked in 

previous days . In the wake of this realism, there was 

to follow a realism of the spirit which was based on 

the close observation of the inner world of the Jew. 

From Mendele's time on, Hebrew l iterature paid particular 

respect to the many manifestations and experiences ot 

religious life. Jewish tradition, which had been the 

brunt of the Haskalaic writings , began to be examined 

from a leas critical viewpoint. Even Chassidism, came 

into its own and began to exert a complimentary 

i nfluence upon Hebrew literature . 
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Bialik, i n his a ppreciation of Mendele ' s disciples , 

wrote : " Mendele was a great artist of small details . 

Eut one t h ing he lacked . There is no ecs tasy in his 

wri t i ngs , none of t he sheer joy of lif e · and its intoxica­

tion . But t hi s is not true of his disciples in whose 

works t here i s a definite quality of that ecs tasy, 

someth ing of t hat intoxicat ion and joy of living , in 

the sense of ' my hear t a nd my flesh sing for joy '." 
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