
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
A childhood in the Heder  
Bialik was born in the village of Radi, near the city of Zhitomir in Ukraine. After his father’s timber 
business failed, the family moved to Zhitomir when Bialik was about six years old. His father 
opened a tavern in a suburb but died after about a year. Because of her own poverty, his mother 
sent him to be raised by his grandfather. While living with his grandfather, Bialik was immersed in 
studies in heder and the bet midrash (study hall), but also received a taste of Haskalah literature. 
He attended the prestigious yeshiva of Volozhin at the age of 17. There he combined traditional 
religious education with the acquisition of secular knowledge. Along with his devotion to the study 
of Talmud, he began to read Russian literature and was especially enthusiastic about the work of 
the Jewish Russian Shimen Frug. Attracted to the Jewish Enlightenment movement (haskala), 
Bialik gradually drifted away from yeshiva life. Poems such as HaMatmid ("The Talmud student") 
written in 1898, reflect his great ambivalence toward that way of life: on the one hand admiration 
for the dedication and devotion of the yeshiva students to their studies, on the other hand a disdain 
for the narrowness of their world. 
 
Productive and creative years  
The first years of the twentieth century were the most productive and creative in Bialik’s life as a 
poet, both in quantity and quality. At the end of 1901, his first anthology appeared, and in 1902 he 
established the Moriah publishing house, beginning intense activity in the realm of publishing that 
continued until the end of his life. In 1903, he took part in an investigation of the Kishinev pogrom, 
and from this came the long poem “Be-‘Ir ha-haregah” (In the City of Slaughter), which shocked its 
readers with the power of its condemnation of the behavior of Jewish victims. This long poem is 
commonly seen as the motivating force behind the formation of the movement for self-defense 
among Jews in Russia, as well as one of the factors that gave rise to the Second Aliyah movement 
 
In 1921, with the help of his admirer, the author Maksim Gorky, Bialik obtained an exit visa from 
Soviet authorities for himself and a group of Hebrew writers and their families. That summer, when 
they sailed from Odessa to Istanbul, the curtain fell on the important Hebrew literary center that 
had existed in Odessa for decades. From there, Bialik continued to Germany, where he spent 
about three years, firmly establishing the Devir publishing house and preparing to transfer the 
center of his activity to Palestine. During the time he spent in Germany, his fiftieth birthday was 
celebrated all over the Jewish world.  
 
Moving to Palestine  
In 1924, Bialik moved to Palestine and built a house in Tel Aviv on a street that was named after 
him in his lifetime. He quickly became a central figure in the public and cultural life of that city and 
in Palestine in general. He traveled to Europe on occasion, and once, in 1926, to the United 
States. On his trips abroad he dealt with public causes and with matters concerning the Devir 
publishing house; he also received medical treatment. Especially noteworthy was his extensive 
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tour in late 1931 to dozens of cities in Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia, on a mission to 
promote the circulation of Hebrew books. His visits were always a deeply moving experience for 
the Jewish public, which received him with excitement. Another motive for his trip was to evaluate 
the situation of the Jews of Eastern Europe. In light of the social and economic degradation that 
was revealed to him, his conclusions were gloomy. During his years in Palestine, Bialik was 
occupied with collecting the Hebrew poetry of Spain, expanding Sefer ha-agadah, and creating 
original adaptations of legends connected to kings David and Solomon. He also was engaged with 
writing for children, with publishing, with extensive public service, and with the establishment of the 
Union of Hebrew Writers. Among the few poems that he wrote while living in Palestine, most 
prominent is the autobiographical series Yatmut (Orphanhood), published in the last year of his life.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source : Avner Holtzman, « Hayim Nahman Bialik », the YIVO encyclopedia of Jews in Eastern Europe 
 

 

Ḥayim Naḥman Bialik (2nd from left) and 
others, including Mojżesz Schorr (2nd from 
right), Marienbad, Czechoslovakia, ca. 1930s. 
(YIVO)  

At the end of the 1920s, Bialik became the target of 
a group of younger poets headed by Avraham 
Shlonsky, as part of their effort to establish 
modernistic, postromantic poetics. In 1933, his 
sixtieth birthday was celebrated as a national 
holiday and a final edition of his poetry and prose 
was published. Seriously ill, he went to Vienna for 
an operation, after which he died on 4 July 1934. 
His writing has appeared in many editions since his 
death, including a comprehensive academic edition 
of his poems (Miron et al., eds., 3 vols., 1983–
2000). His house in Tel Aviv still serves as a 
museum and archive dedicated to his life and 
works. 


