First Chapter
The Road to Hebrew: The Golem Detective and the First Yiddish Translations


The first Hebrew versions of Arthur Conan Doyle’s detective stories only began to be published in the 1920s. However,  many non-anglophone Jewish readers – especially in Eastern Europe but even in the United States – were first exposed to the Great Detective’s figure several years before. This was thanks to translations of his original exploits into Russian, French, Polish, and Yiddish, as well as new stories featuring  the character written by various authors and published in cheap formats. Moreover, Holmes was also often mentioned as a cultural reference point in early Hebrew literature and journalism. 

Thus when the first Hebrew translations of Conan Doyle’s work began to appear, at least some of his readership was already familiar with the main characters and plots of his stories,. For their part, translators and publishers could assume that Jewish readers would show the same enthusiasm for Hebrew translations of Holmes’s adventures as they had for translations into other languages, especially Yiddish.

The Story of “Miss Irene Adler”: The Creation of the Yiddish Sherlock Holmes
The first mass distribution of Sherlock Holmes stories in the Russian Empire took place around the time of the 1905 revolution. In the years that followed, booklets containing Russian translations of Conan Doyle’s original work – as well as Holmes stories written by other authors, including Russians - were distributed continuously throughout the country.
Some of the original story elements, including the names of characters and places mentioned in "the Canon," were retained even in stories that were reworked or written by other authors. However, other elements were changed to one degree or another to suit the Russian reading audience that consisted primarily of younger people and laborers. The booklets brandishing the detective’s name, which cost a measly 15-20 kopecks, became a smashing success and were distributed in large numbers. For instance, between 1907 and 1915 some 3.9 million booklets were distributed throughout Russia, even though most contained stories that were not written by Conan Doyle.[footnoteRef:0] Similar processes of  popularization and large-scale distribution also occurred in Poland and elsewhere.[footnoteRef:1]    [0:  Nathan Cohen, “Sherlock Holmes in the Pale of Settlement: Yiddish Crime Stories 1860 – 1914,” in Leket: Yiddish Studies Today, ed. Marion Aptroot, Efrat Gal-Ed, Roland Gruschka, and Simon Neuberg, (Dusseldorf University Press, 2012), 253-278; Jeffrey Brooks, When Russia Learned to Read (Northwestern University Press, 2003), 366.]  [1:  On the creation and distribution of Sherlock Holmes stories in Denmark, Germany, Sweden, Switzerland, and elsewhere in Europe, see Mattias Boström,  The Life and Death of Sherlock Holmes, trans. Michael Gallagher (Mysterious Press, 2007), 134-138.
] 

The first translations of Sherlock Holmes stories into Yiddish in 1907-1908 aimed to appeal to  the Jewish reading public in the Pale of Settlement and in Poland. Beginning in May 1907, the Warsaw-based Yiddish literary journal Roman-Tsaytung, edited by the educator and businessman Magnus Krinski (1863-1916), published four of the original Holmes stories. The titles of the stories were altered slightly, either to emphasize particularly intriguing elements or to remove English names and places with which readers would be unfamiliar “The Adventure of the Gloria Scott” was translated as “Di Shreklikhe Geheymnis” (The terrible secret); “The Adventure of Charles Augustus Milverton” as “Di Froy Mitn Rev Alverfdi” (The woman with the gun); “A Scandal in Bohemia” as “Miss Irene Adler,” a change that may have been made to show that the story centered around a woman with her own unique talents. The fourth  story, “The Adventure of the Reigate Squire,” was rendered as “Di Gutvatzitser Fun Rayget” (The estate owners in Reigate).
These translations of four original stories hewed closely to the original, and appear to have been translated by Krinski, the journal’s editor, himself. Their language suggests that they were translated not from the original English, but from Russian translations.[footnoteRef:2] The same year these stories appeared in Krinski’s journal, a booklet titled “Der Shtendiker Patsient” (The permanent patient) – a translation of the original “The Adventure of the Resident Patient” – appeared in Warsaw and contained a relatively accurate translation (unclear by whom) of another one of the original Holmes stories. [2:  Cohen, “Sherlock Holmes in the Pale of Settlement,” 271.] 

Following the success of such early translations, the editors of the Idishes Tageblat announced in January 1908 that the paper would be publishing a new story series titled “The Greatest Mysteries in the World” that would include translations of Conan Doyle and other authors. Indeed, the first story in the series, published over the course of thirteen issues, was another version of “A Scandal in Bohemia,” this time with the title“A Keniglikhe Photografishe Karte” (A royal postcard). According to Nathan Cohen, the newspaper chose to start with this particular story both because it does not include a  murder and because of its Polish connection that would appeal to the  Polish-Jewish readership.[footnoteRef:3] Yet this story, which may have been translated by Shmuel Yatskan, the paper’s editor, was the only one ultimately published in the series, despite promises to the contrary.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Cohen, “Sherlock Holmes in the Pale of Settlement,” 271]  [4:  Nathan Cohen, “The Yiddish Press and Yiddish Literature: A Fertile but Complex Relationship,” Modern Judaism 28, no. 2 (2008): 154.] 

As had happened earlier in other languages, a new Yiddish Holmes stories soon began appearing in cheap paperbacks; while they bore the famous detective’s name, they were not written by his original creator. These booklets, published in Warsaw, Krakow, and elsewhere, were translated from German, Russian, and Polish, and contained stories that departed almost entirely from Conan Doyle’s original work. Thus, while Conan Doyle emphasized his detective’s powers of logical deduction and analysis, these knock-off works included more sensational and colorful adventures meant to attract as broad and varied an audience as possible. Years later, the famed Hebrew writer Ya`akov Fichman recalled  the ubiquity of these editions and their reception among European Jews:

When I lived many years ago in Odessa,  I would see little ten-year-old students mobbing the kiosks and waiting with longingly brilliant eyes to be given the yellow booklet with the illustrated cover, the continuation of Sherlock Holmes, the wonder of the world, for five kopecks. My interest was piqued once, and I took a number of booklets from the young son of my landlord for my own reading. These were miserable, garbled booklets, full of idiotic adventures, and the secret of their charm lay in the fact that every chapter left the hero in an even more desperate state, until Sherlock Holmes finally appeared, when all was lost, and saved the day.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Y. Fichman, “Conan Doyle: Layovel hashivim,” Moznaim 12-13 (1929): 12.] 


Accurate though Fichman’s assessment of the booklets’ quality may have been, they nevertheless spread the literary detective’s name among Jews in Eastern Europe, transforming Holmes  into a literary and cultural icon among ever-wider audiences. 

At the same time that Yiddish translation of Holmes stories began to be published in Eastern Europe; Yiddish translations and reworkings of Conan Doyle’s stories also began appearing in the United States possibly even earlier. These stories were serialized  in newspapers and also published as stand-alone novels.

A Holmes story was published in the founding, 1897 edition of  the famed New York Yiddish newspaper Forverts. “The Adventure of the Copper Beeches,” translated by  Nathan Zvirin was published in installments as “Die Dienst Meydl” (The Servant Girl) . The translation was only partially faithful to the original.[footnoteRef:6] Like many of those who followed after him, Zvirin (born 1873, in Minsk) was not a professional author or translator, and he appears to have reworked the story from an earlier translation to Russian.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Forverts, October 27, 1897. As far as I know, this is the first Sherlock Holmes story to appear in the Jewish or Hebrew press. However, there has not yet been a systematic examination of the Yiddish press that appeared in Britain, and it is possible that the first translations appeared there even earlier. ]  [7:  On Zvirim, see Shmuel Niger and Jacob Shatzky, eds., Biographical Dictionary of Modern Yiddish Literature (Leksikon fun der nayer Yidisher literatur) (Alveltlekhn Yidishn Kultur-Kongres, 1960), 3:584.] 


In 1906, the Forverts once again published a number of Holmes stories in installments. The translators’ names are only occasionally mentioned  and the original titles are sometimes substantially changed. Among the stories published in this run were “The Sign of the Four,” translated as “Der Farfalener Tate” (The Lost Father);[footnoteRef:8] “The Red-Headed League,” translated as “Der Ferayn Fon Di Royte Kep”;[footnoteRef:9] “A Case of Identity,” translated as “Vu Iz Ahingekomen Der Khoson” (Where Did the Groom Disappear?)”;[footnoteRef:10] “The Man With The Twisted Lip,” translated by David Bernstein as “Der Man Mit Di Tsudreite Lip,” and more. [footnoteRef:11] [8:  ֿForverts, March 27, 1906.]  [9:  Forverts, May 11, 1906.]  [10:  Forverts, May 20, 1906.]  [11:  Forverts, October 1, 1906.] 


Alongside these original tales, here, too, a number of “Holmes” stories were published that  were not actually written by Conan Doyle. One of these was titled “A Beriemter Doctor Als Jack Der Ripper” (A doctor as famous as Jack the Ripper), a testament to the authors’ familiarity with other aspects of British culture, including the latest sensational literature.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Forverts, January 6, 1908. My thanks to Eitan Bar Yosef for this insight.] 


Like these early translations, individual Holmes novels began to be published in separate volumes also in the United States. The first to do so was  Yehudah Katzenellenbogen, who was followed  by the Hebrew Publishing Company. Founded in 1902, this publishing house produced a wide range of books and textbooks, including abridged versions of translated literature from around the world.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Hagit Cohen, Wonders of the New World : Books and readers in Yiddish in the United States, 1890-1940 (Open University, 2016), 111. In Hebrew.] 


As early as 1900, Katzenellenbogen published the book Der grester detective: An interesanter studium fon oyser ardentlikhe mentshlikhe fehinkeiten(The greatest detective: An interesting study of exceptional human capabilities).[footnoteRef:14] This book, an abridged and adapted version of Conan Doyle’s first Holmes story, A Study in Scarlet, was translated by David Moyshe Hermalin (1865-1921), one of the most prolific translators of works into Yiddish in the early twentieth century.[footnoteRef:15] Hermalin, who was born and raised in Romania, was a quick study of languages and was fluent in Hebrew, Yiddish, Romanian, German, and French. At the age of only twenty he immigrated to the United States, where he worked in a wide range of literary fields, including translation, adaptation, and original writing. Among his other efforts, he translated the works of famous authors from around the world, though in some cases, such as when translating Tolstoy, he was forced to use an earlier rendition of the book in another language.[footnoteRef:16] Harmelin’s translations were often sharply criticized by writers and critics, who considered them clumsy reworkings of far worthier original works: [14:  A. Conan Doyle, Der grester detective: An interesanter studium fon oyser ardentlikhe mentshlikhe fehinkeiten, D.M. Harmelin, trans. (New York, 1900).]  [15:  A description of Harmelin’s literary work for publicity purposes is included in the book’s inner cover, as an advertisement for his book Freye liebe.
]  [16:  For a more in-depth look at Harmelin, see Niger and Shatzki, Biographical Dictionary, 205-206.] 


Suffice to take one of the aforementioned editions in hand, and the heart is filled with sadness when we see what Masters Tenenbaum and Harmelin did to these writers. All the works were shortened or freely adapted, and it matters not if it’s Harmelin or Tenenbaum. A masterpiece containing a thousand pages becomes a booklet or two or three hundred with a beginning, an end, and a bit of light amusement in the middle.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Cohen, Wonders of the New World,  302. According to D. Shuv, “Vas An Arbeiter Arf Lezen – Per Agram For Zel Bastbildung,” Der Fraynd, 2 [December 2, 1910], p. 68.] 


Despite the criticism, Harmelin`s books sold well in the United States, to the point that further editions were published, sometimes even decades later.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Der grester detective, for instance, was published again in New York by the Hebrew Publishing Company in 1928.
] 


Did these books and booklets reach the Yiddish-reading audience in Ottoman Palestine as well? While we cannot be certain,  given the relative paucity of readers of Yiddish prose in the Palestine in those years, most such translations must have been intended for the mass of Jews living abroad. It was only in the 1920s, when increasing numbers of middle-class Jews began arriving in Mandatory Palestine, that a significant audience for Yiddish literature published in Poland and Eastern Europe was established. But by that time, as we will see, the first Hebrew translations of those same stories would also begin to appear.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  My thanks to Professor Nathan Cohen for this insight.] 


It should be added that at the same time as the first literary translations, the first theater plays in Yiddish about the Great Detective and his adventures began to be written and performed in both Eastern Europe and the United States. Like the literary translations and adaptations described above, such plays were also only partially based on the original stories. Nevertheless, they, too, still played an important part in introducing Holmes’s character to the broader Jewish audience.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Reuven Gafni, “Between Eastern Europe and the Lower East Side: The Early Stages of Sherlock Holmes in Yiddish,” Baker Street Journal 17.2 (2021:53-55.] 


Interestingly, detective stories also began to appear in Ladino beginning in the nineteenth century. Published in Salonika and other prominent cultural centers, as in the Yiddish context, they included both translated and freely adapted versions of stories in other languages, which made use of the names of the original characters. However, despite the fact that one can find detective serials and story collections among these  translations , Conan Doyle was not translated into Ladino; Ladino readers had not yet met the Great Detective. According to Julie Scolnik, a scholar of Ladino literature, this was possibly due to the desire of both translators and distributors to provide readers with cheap literature, in the style of the American dime novel and British penny dreadful. Conan Doyle’s work, in contrast, was considered to be of a higher caliber of writing.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  For an initial survey of the detective literature translated into Ladino in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, see Julie Scolnik, “The Detective Novel in Ladino: Clues to a Little-Known Genre,” European Judaism: A Journal for the New Europe 43.2 (2010): 126–33.  My thanks to the author for her help on this subject.
] 


Holmes, Watson, and the Golem of Prague: Rabbi Yehudah Rosenberg’s Cultural Mediation
The early translations of Sherlock Holmes into Yiddish were just one of the ways in which the literary figure of the Great Detective was presented to the Jewish reading audience at the beginning of the twentieth century. Another significant–and unique–Sherlock Holmes literary project that emerged alongside these efforts was that of Rabbi Yehudah (Yudel) Rosenberg. Rosenberg was born in Skaryszew, Poland, in 1859, and in his youth he studied Torah and received Rabbinic ordination. After marrying at 17 he became a rabbi and dayan (religious judge), serving in these positions for a number of communities, some of them fairly prominent. In 1913 he immigrated to Toronto and six years later became the Av Beit Din (chief judge) of the Orthodox religious courts in Montreal, where he would serve until his death in 1935. He is considered one of the leading rabbis of twentieth century Canada.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Yehudah Yudl Rosenberg, Ha-golem mi-Prague u-ma’asim niflaim aḥerim (The Golem of Prague and other fabulous tales), ed. Eli Yassif (Mossad Bialik, 1991)-, 10.] 

Alongside his involvement in Jewish communal affairs, Rosenberg also produced  a broad and varied literary corpus: halachic and homiletic works, a Hebrew translation and commentary of the Zohar, as well as eight literary works of various genres, some of which have a folkloristic and detective character. Rosenberg wrote his stories in Hebrew and only afterwards translated them into Yiddish and republished them in that language.[footnoteRef:23] The main character in several of his detective stories, such as “The Five-Sided Heichal” or “The Last Blood Libel in the City of Prague in the Time of the Maharal,” was the figure of the Maharal of Prague.  [23:  Rosenberg, Ha-golem, 11-12 (and notes).
] 

Rosenberg presented these stories as though he was not the author, but merely the one who “discovered” ancient, unknown manuscripts that he had acquired over the years from various individuals in Europe.[footnoteRef:24] In these stories–which, contrary to his assertions, were authored solely by him–Rosenberg adopted elements of the classic detective story of the time, including building up narrative tension, the methods for solving crimes, and the complex attitude of the heroes towards official authorities.[footnoteRef:25] [24:  Ira Robinson, “Literary Forgery and Hasidic Judaism: The Case of Rabbi Yudel Rosenberg,” Judaism: A Journal of Jewish Life and Thought 40.1 (1991): 61-78. ]  [25:  Rosenberg, Ha-golem, 27.] 

As mentioned, the hero of some of his quasi-detective stories was the Maharal of Prague, working with his famous Golem, who functioned as a more active version of the classic detective’s assistant. The Golem was used time and again by the Maharal, demonstrating the talents of the Rabbi-detective. 
Rosenberg obviously did not directly invoke Sherlock Holmes in his stories. He sought to present his stories as authentic manuscripts handed down over the course of centuries, thus offering his Orthodox reading audience, which was constantly under threat by Jewish enlightenment (Haskalah) literature and the challenges it presented, with literary content of a clearly religious-traditional bent.[footnoteRef:26] Still, there is no doubt that he himself was thoroughly familiar with the work of Conan Doyle, and in one case even admitted as much to his readers. In his book The Breastplate of the High Priest,[footnoteRef:27] which features  the Prague rabbi-detective, the mystery revolves around the disappearance of precious stones from the High Priest’s breastplate held in  the British Museum, where they had ostensibly been kept, along with other ancient Jewish artifacts, for centuries. [26:  Robinson, “Literary Forgery and Hasidic Judaism,” 78-77.]  [27:  Rosenberg, Sefer ḥoshen ha-mishpat shel ha-kohen ha-gadol (Piotrków: Defus Ḥanokh Ḥenekh, 1913. ] 

In the story, the Maharal manages to solve the mystery and proves the thief to be Captain Wilson, one of the fictional forefathers of then-American President Woodrow Wilson.
This story is a clear adaptation of Conan Doyle’s largely forgotten story, “The Jew’s Breastplate.” Published by Conan Doyle in 1908, the story does not feature Holmes and, therefore, gained little popularity. The  plot involves the theft of the sacred, historic Jewish relic, and was therefore a particularly convenient basis for Rosenberg’s cultural adaptation for a Jewish audience.[footnoteRef:28] Rosenberg mentions the name of the famous English author at the beginning of the story, even though he refrains from doing so in other cases: [28:  Solomon Alter Halpern, The Prisoner and Other Tales of Faith (Feldheim, 1981), 12; Robinson, “Literary Forgery and Hasidic Judaism,” 75. Some scholars were unaware of this story by Conan Doyle, leading them to argue that the story of the High Priest’s breastplate was entirely Rosenberg’s creation. See for example Eli Yassif’s discussion  and Eli Eshed, “Be-ikvot ha-balash ha-Ivri: Ha-sifrut ha-balashit ba-sifrut ha-Yisraelit,” Ha-multi yakum shel Eli Eshed, 16 June 2007, https://www.no-666.com/?s=%D7%91%D7%A2%D7%A7%D7%91%D7%95%D7%AA+%D7%94%D7%91%D7%9C%D7%A9+%D7%94%D7%A2%D7%91%D7%A8%D7%99, last accessed 21 June 2021.] 

The second part of this wondrous story was written and printed already in the language of England, by the famous author and great scholar called “Conan Dzhvil,” of England. And from the book of this illustrious author, this story was copied also to the books of the rest of the nations of the land of Europe. And this story was also copied in the language of Russia. And I copied here the second part from the language of Russia, word for word the whole story based on the writing of Professor “Edward Mortimer” and the exalted author “Conan Dzhvil.:[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Rosenberg, Sefer ḥoshen ha-mishpat, 5.] 

Rosenberg states here that this work at least was based on the writing of Conan Doyle, and that he was exposed to Doyle’s writing  in Russian, not in the original English. For ideological and educational reasons, however, he preferred to present his works as stories recorded in ancient Jewish manuscripts, revealed by him to the broader public for the first time. 
Did some of his readers identify the actual British source of this rabbinic writer? It very well could be. It is true that some of the stories Rosenberg relied on were ones that did not feature Holmes, and which were far less known than the exploits of the Great Detective himself. Nonetheless, we can assume that, at least in some of the clearer cases, knowledgeable readers would have been able to discern the origins of Rosenberg’s pseudo-original Jewish work.
In at least one case, one of Rosenberg’s  learned readers published a booklet proving that Rosenberg’s first detective story, “The Wonders of the Maharalm,”  was actually written by the author himself and not found in any ancient manuscript.[footnoteRef:30] The Yiddish translations and adaptations of Sherlock Holmes’s stories were gradually becoming more widespread in both Eastern Europe and North America in those very years–the two cultural spaces in which Rosenberg’s books also found a home. It should come as no surprise that at least some of his readers sensed the similarity between Conan Doyle’s original and Rosenberg’s story in terms of structure and character. [30:  Eckstein, Sefer Yetzirah. see also Chen Malul, “Elementari, golem yakiri,” Ha-safranim: Blog ha-sefriya ha-leumit, 15 May 2017, https://blog.nli.org.il/prague_golem/, accessed 3 May , 2021.] 

“The Wonders of the Maharal,” to give just one example, was translated into Yiddish, German, English, Persian, and Judeo-Arabic. There is no doubt that the widespread distribution of Rosenberg’s stories attests to a reading audience that rejoiced in the availability of Jewish literary works, including in the newly prominent detective genre.[footnoteRef:31] While Rosenberg makes no explicit mention of Holmes in his stories, he contributed to introducing Holmes to the Jewish reading public. Soon, they would be able to read about the Great Detective themselves, and this time in Hebrew. [31: ] 


“The Star of Sherlock Holmes has Fallen”
Further testament to early acquaintance with Holmes among Jews, especially Hebrew readers,  can be found in the many references to him and his exploits in the early Hebrew press in Eastern Europe and in Ottoman Palestine.
In a short story published by Hatzfira in 1912, Holmes is mentioned in passing, as an example of someone who knows how to make logical deductions: “You don’t need to be Sherlock Holmes to find [the solution to] the riddle in a moment.”[footnoteRef:32] That same year, in the Jerusalem paper Ha-or, Ben Elyakim reported on a scandalous crime story involving the Warsaw Kollel in the city. He said that to solve the case, “we need a detective now, a local Sherlock Holmes who will untie the knot.”[footnoteRef:33] Two years later, in the fourth and final part of a series of literary reviews published in the Jerusalem-based Ha-aḥdut and devoted to the detective literature of the time, the Great Detective and his work were given extensive treatment: [32:  V. S., “Yeled,” Hatzfira, 31 July 1912, 1.]  [33:  Ha-or, 31 July, 1912, 2. For the case, see Uzi Elyada, “Parshat Harling-Kizer: Sha’aruriyat pesha u-min ba-Me’a She’arim,” Revue Européenne Des Études Hébraïques 17 (2015): 81–106.
] 

The second type of street novel, the detectives novel … are read sometimes with interest even by those with literary taste. Of course, not due to their art, but rather because of the riddles and solutions to riddles contained within them. Twelve years ago, the chosen heroes of this genre of literature were but gifted police detectives, students of Sherlock Holmes. But when the novelist Maurice Leblanc came, these gave way to the energetic thieves and sinners … and the prominent readers, who until now were so amazed by the famous hero of the English Conan-Doyle, betrayed him…. In short, the star of Sherlock Holmes has fallen, and the star of Arsène Lupin and his like has risen.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  H. Tessin, “Roman ha-reḥov 4,” Ha-aḥdut 7 March 1914, 12.] 

As the article’s author was not living in Ottoman Palestine at the time, it is hard to extrapolate from his familiarity with contemporary detective literature to that of Hebrew readers in the Holy Land. However, given the occasional mentions of youth in the first Zionist colonies reading Sherlock Holmes in various languages, and the analysis above, it is fair to assume that many of those who read Hebrew newspapers such as Ha-aḥdut, knew the names Conan Doyle and Holmes, either from reading the stories themselves in any number of languages, or from exposure through other literary and cultural platforms.[footnoteRef:35] The ground had already been prepared for the first Hebrew translations, which would begin to appear just a few years later after WWI. [35:  For a description of people reading the series in translation in Rishon LeZion, for instance, see Musa Goldenberg, Ve-ha-keren odena kayemet (Ha-kibbutz Ha-meuḥad, 2023), 37.
] 




























Chapter Two
“An Opening for Narrative Literature”: Jabotinsky’s Sherlock Holmes

The previous chapter centered upon some of the literary and cultural filters through which Sherlock Holmes was introduced and adapted for the Jewish reader, even before entering into Hebrew, since the beginning of the twentieth century. 

The next two chapters will trace the first efforts to provide Hebrew readers with Conan Doyle’s work and demonstrate how such Hebrew translations served ideological and national needs. This process took place over two decades, and included literary and cultural components of a changing character.

Somewhat ironically, one of the first translations of three of Holmes’s crime-fighting stories into Hebrew were produced by Hebrew-speaking prisoners serving time in the Acre prison. 

“I Suddenly Remembered that I have no Mystery for Bed”: Jabotinsky and Detective Literature
From April to June 1920, twenty members of the newly founded Jewish defense organization, better known as the Haganah, were being held in the British Mandatory prison in Acre. They had been captured by British authorities while  attempting to defend the residents of the Jewish Quarter in Jerusalem during days-long anti-Jewish riots that broke out during Passover 1920 . The most prominent prisoner,  and the man considered to be their leader and representative, was Ze`ez (Vladimir) Jabotinsky. Jabotinsky had immigrated to Palestine shortly before and was the founder of one of the first Haganah groups in Jerusalem. Though he was not arrested along with the original group of nineteen prisoners captured by the British police,  having heard of their arrest he turned himself in to the police station in Jerusalem and accepted responsibility for their actions as commander of the group.[footnoteRef:36] In an expedited trial , most were sentenced to three years in prison. Jabotinsky, in contrast, was sentenced to fifteen  years of hard labor. [36:  For an overview of the 1920 Jerusalem riots, and Jabotinsky’s role in them,see Ben-Zion Dinur, ed., Sefer toldot ha-Hagana vol. 2A Me-hitgonenut la-hagana (Ha-sifriya ha-tzionit, 1964), 626-638; Rachel Yana'it et al, eds., Ha-hagana bi-Yerushalayim: Eduyyot ve-zikhronot mi-pi ḥaverim (Irgun ḥevrei ha-hagana bi-Yerushalayim, 1973), 1-20.] 


Initially, the Mandatory authorities had intended to send the prisoners to a distant jail in Sudan, but in the face of widespread protests in Mandatory Palestine and by the Jewish community in British-held Egypt the whole group was sent instead to serve time in Acre.[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Joseph B. Schechtman, Ze'ev Jabotinsky: Parshat ḥayyav (Karni, 1956-1959), 356-358.
] 


The Jewish prisoners at Acre were divided into three cells: one small cell and two larger ones. As the leader of the group, Jabotinsky received his own small, private cell where he organized the group’s struggle for a retrial and early release. Until the early release of all Haganah prisoners some three months later, Jabotinsky decided to devote the remaining time at his disposal to literary efforts. Specifically, he launched into the Hebrew translation of literature that he believed would benefit the Hebrew-speaking public–especially its youth.[footnoteRef:38] Thus, within the confines of his jail cell, Jabotinsky translated portions of Dante’s Divine Comedy from Italian, as well as three stories from the literary genre he loved most: detective stories.[footnoteRef:39] These stories were all from Conan Doyle’s The Return of Sherlock Holmes,published in 1905. This was likely one of the few books allowed to the prisoners during their time in jail.[footnoteRef:40]  [38:  Jabotinsky’s ideological attitude towards this issue is discussed in greater depth later in this chapter and in chapter nine.]  [39:  On Jabotinsky’s activity in the Acre prison, see e.g. Joseph Nedava, Ze'ev Jabotinsky: Ha-ish u-ma’avakav (Makhon Ze'ev Jabotinsky, 1986) , 36; Shechtman, Jabotinsky, 361-380; Asir Akko, “Yamim aḥaronim be-Akko,” Doar Hayom, 13 July 1920, 2.]  [40:  Conan Doyle, The Return of Sherlock Holmes (George Newnes Ltd, 1905).] 


Jabotinsky loved detective stories from an early age. Many who knew him said that he was indeed particularly fond of this genre, and did his best to always have a detective story at hand. Writer and Revisionist Zionist activist Joseph Schechtman, who was close to Jabotinsky for many years, described it this way:

He also liked to discuss with friends detective novels, of which he was uncommonly fond. They were a welcome source of relaxation for him. He used to buy or borrow them in wholesale quantities…. During his last stay in New York he asked his secretary to buy the latest issues of American mystery magazines and avidly consumed them. Then, having started to read aloud a detective story, he proceeded to guess who committed the crime … his deductions were proven correct at the end of the tale.[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Shechtman, Jabotinsky, 516 ] 


Another biographical account paints a similar picture, if in a more critical way:

Moving pictures and criminal novels– those are Jabo’s two weaknesses. It was something extraordinary. It seems impossible to  understand how such a cultured man as Jabo, with such a delicate sensitivity, and he himself is an artist and aesthete–how can a man like him prefer such banal forms of entertainment for the masses. And this was not just a weakness, but almost a lust. He would swallow criminal novels in their hundreds, and in setting out on a trip, he would take dozens of them with him. With the aid of the press he followed the latest novels, and if some book earned the privilege of having a reputation, it would not be more than a few days and it would already peek out from his coat pocket.[footnoteRef:42] [42:  Ya'akov Winschel, “Jabo: Biographical Chapters”, Ḥerut, 22 October 1948, 3.] 


But contrary to these biographical descriptions and their like, it turns out that Jabotinsky, like previous translators of Conan Doyle into other languages, also believed that detective literature had a significant social role to play, and had a part to play in  the building of a new national reading and writing culture in the Hebrew language.[footnoteRef:43] With this view, he was opposed to those who thought detective literature was so culturally insignificant that translating and distributing it was a waste of time, money, and effort. [43:  Fruma Zachs and Basilius Bawardi, “Arab Nation-building through Detective Stories in al-Ḍiyāʾ: The Cultural Translations of Nasīb al-Mashʿalānī,” Die Welt des Islams 60.1 (2020): 3.] 


As Zohar and Yaacov Shavit have shown, Jabotinsky believed that the proper role of Hebrew literature  was to be a tool for spreading the language as a spoken and written tongue. Only once it succeeded in doing so, he believed, could it begin to serve as a medium for spreading and formulating national messages and content. Moreover, given Jabotinsky’s division of literature as a whole into “literature of action” and “literature of observation,” he argued that, in the formative stage of the communal culture of the emerging Hebrew nation, “literature of action” should be emphasized. Although it was often mistakenly considered cheap and inferior, “literature of action,” he believed,  was a better fit for the vitality, movement, and grandeur that the Zionist movement should adopt.[footnoteRef:44] [44:  Zohar Shavit and Yaacov Shavit, “Letoldot ‘sipur ha-pesha’ ha-ivri ba-Eretz Yisrael,” Ha-sifrut 18-19 (1974): 32; Zohar Shavit and Yaacov Shavit, Ha-balash ha-ivri ḥozer: Mivḥar ha-sipur ha-balashi mi-Palestina (Sifrei monitin, 1983), 7.] 


As Svetlana Natkovich has explained, Jabotinsky believed that in its first stage, written Hebrew literature should not focus on resolving the nation’s spiritual dilemmas but instead provide “images which will change the consciousness of readers and drive them to shape the future they desire.”[footnoteRef:45] Furthermore, as Rafi Tsirkin-Sadan has demonstrated, Jabotinsky’s literary preferences reflected his tendency towards Western civilization and cosmopolitanism as well as the fierce criticism he had for Russian culture and for the Hebrew culture that grew under its influence.[footnoteRef:46]  [45:  Svetlana Natkovich, Among Radiant Clouds: The Literature of Vladimir (Ze'ev) Jabotinsky in its Social Context (Magnes, 2015), 165. In Hebrew.]  [46:  Rafi Tsirkin-Sadan, “Empire, Nationalism and East-West Dichotomy in Samson by Ze'ev Zabotinsky,” Theory and Criticism (2017): 95-98. In Hebrew.
 95-98.] 


Jabotinsky himself articulated this view at length. In a number of works he called for translating and distributing popular, foreign literature, such as detective and adventure stories, for the youth. 

We have no Hebrew children’s literature, and I am sure that even in the future we will have no children’s literature if we wait for the appearance of original literature…. Members of my generation were raised in the Russian tongue, and in my childhood the Russians hardly had any original children’s literature. We read [Thomas] Mayne Reid, Jules Verne, [James] Fenimore Cooper … abridgments of Walter Scott or from Dickens. Russian was learned from translations, not from Pushkin or Turgenev; there is therefore no need for Hebrew children’s literature to be a national literature in spirit and in content. Children want the distant and the fantastical more than the close and the familiar. The language is important and therefore we must translate, translate, and translate. First as a public project and then as a private project.[footnoteRef:47] [47:  Ze'ev Jabotinsky, “Sipur yammai,” in Ketavim nivḥarim (Shin Zaltzman,1935), 1:304-305.] 


In at least one case, Jabotinsky also explicitly mentioned Conan Doyle’s books in this context:

The learning generation also needs books to read: half of the influence of the school, even in Eretz-Israel, is rendered extinct in life because of the lack of Hebrew books that are interesting for youth to read. But the book needs to be interesting. Not “national” but interesting.… Dickens needs to be translated into richer language than “Sherlock Holmes.” However, we must primarily look at the whole [creative] circle as a useful book, and only from this perspective determine its form. Its fundamental purpose: to get the child used to the idea that it is both possible and necessary to learn and have fun with a Hebrew book. For a child learns more from play and amusement, than from studying.[footnoteRef:48]  [48:  Ze'ev Jabotinsky, “Sefarim,” Haaretz, 26 December 26 1919, 1-2.] 


Conan Doyle’s books were originally meant for adults, not children or adolescents, contrary to how Jabotinsky and other translators often presented these stories. But out of a desire not to clash over the character of the new Hebrew literature for adults, among other reasons that we will elaborate in Chapter Nine, numerous figures preferred to present Holmes’s stories as literature for young readers, and to market and distribute it as such.[footnoteRef:49]  [49:  For more, see p. ???-???.] 


Jabotinsky, it turns out, clearly understood that his stance outlining the  pressing need to translate popular literature for young readers would arouse almost automatic opposition in both Hebrew literary circles and among Zionist ideologues. Both  in Eretz Israel and abroad, there were many who advocated for more original Hebrew literature, and who saw a role for national and Zionist literature that diverged entirely from Jabotinsky’s vision.[footnoteRef:50] However, time and again, Jabotinsky stressed that the path to Jewish creativity must pass through popular translated literature: [50:  On the debate between Jabotinsky’s and other’s approaches see: Hannan Hever, “Shirat ha-manhig va-manhigut ha-shira: Uri Zvi Greenberg and Ze'ev Jabotinsky,” Iyunim Bitkumat Israel (2005): 268-274. ] 


This may sound like a paradox, but it is asimple truth: translated books [and] the spreading and taking root of a “new” language are far more important than original literature. It is a simple calculation: it is read more.… In my youth, when all the great stars of Russian literature shone, we read ten times more translated literature than original literature–but we read it in Russian. The foreign authors … are what made us into “Russians,”, forced us to think and even dream in Russian.[footnoteRef:51] [51:  Ze'ev Jabotinsky, “Ha-sefer ha-ivri, in Hebrew: Language, Culture, Education, edited by Arye Naor (Jabotinsky Institute, 2017), 227-228.] 


Beyond his views regarding the goals of national literature itself, it may well be that Sherlock Holmes–despite being a fictional character–was someone whom Jabotinsky also viewed as a not unsuccessful model for the “man of grandeur” he dreamed of as a model for Zionism. Holmes combined aesthetics and manners, discipline and self-respect, broad-hearted charity and faithfulness.[footnoteRef:52] Indeed, when Jabotinsky seeks to describe his “man of grandeur,” there are several parallels between him and some of the literary characters he admired: [52:  Arye Naor, “Ba-dam u-va-yeza yakum lanu geza: Al-demuto shek ha-yehudi ha-ḥadash ba-torat Jabotinsky,” Yisrael 16 (2009): 129-130.] 


When ascending the house stairs at night, do not raise your voice, and do not wake the neighbors. Make way on the street for women, the elderly, small children, everyone. And in general: even if he be rude, you must not be. All these and another long series of “vanities” create the Beitar grandeur.[footnoteRef:53]  [53:  For this and other descriptions of Jabotinsky’s idea of grandeur or hadar, see: Moshe Bella, ed. The World of Jabotinsky: A Selection of his Works and the Essentials of his Teaching (Steimatzky, 2002), 189.] 


Given his ideological stance regarding the necessity of translated literature for the people, as well as his own personal affection for detective literature–and Sherlock Holmes, in particular–it is no wonder that Jabotinsky used the time at his disposal for literary and political creativity in prison to translate detective stories into Hebrew. The stories he chose were those he particularly liked, or those he thought would have particular cache among the Hebrew reading youth.

One Translation – Many Translators

Jabotinsky’s love of detective stories notwithstanding, the exact identity of the translator of Conan Doyle’s stories in the Acre Prison remains unclear.

Jabotinsky is noted time and again as one of the first to translate the stories of Sherlock Holmes into Hebrew.[footnoteRef:54] But testimonies of other prisoners at least imply that the situation was somewhat more complex. In one such description, written a few days after their imprisonment ended, one of Jabotinsky’s comrades described the translation work as a joint effort: [54: Shavit and Shavit, Ha-balash ha-ivri ḥozer; Winschel, “Jabo: Biographical Chapters,” 3; Shechtman, Jabotinsky, 360-361; Shmuel Kats, Jabo: Biografiyya shel Ze'ev Jabotinsky (Dvir, 1993), 416. See also the Jabotinsky Institute’s online description of his arrest and time in prison (link---).] 


The prisoners decided, based on the recent proposal of Mr. Jabotinsky, to translate adventure stories for the youth of Israel into Hebrew. Seven stories have already been translated and the work may yet be continued. The honorable gentlemen Jabotinsky, Marcus, Alkalai, Epstein, Blumenfeld, Ginsburg, and Ben Mencahem were involved in translations of the books of the tales of Sherlock Holmes, the well-known detective, a famous figure created by the English writer Conan Doyle. These stories will especially interest the Scouts [the Jewish version thereof – R.G.], for they stress the virtues of observation and unrelenting logic. The prisoners will dedicate their translation work to the audience in Eretz Israel as gratitude for their gifts.[footnoteRef:55] [55:  Asir Akko, “Yamim Acharonim Be-Akko.”] 


The idea that the Scouts’ could derive practical benefit from reading the stories, according to the author, was no innovation of Jabotinsky or his colleagues. As early as 1908, the founder of the Scouts, Robert Baden-Powell, instructed his charges to read Conan Doyle’s books and to learn from them to improve their own characters: (חסר פה תרגום של הציטוט של באדן פאוול )???.[footnoteRef:56] – אכן, לא הצלחתי למצוא במהדורה שיש לי בארכיון האינטרנטי [56:  Robert Badden-Powell, Scouting for Boys (Horace Cox, 1908). Baden-Powell’s book was first translated into Hebrew in 1927 by Joseph and Sarah Bentwich, but there is no doubt that Hebrew-speaking educators and writers knew of his educational approach and the principles of scouting beforehand. (See primarily Eitan Bar Joseph, “Ofer ḥilutzi loḥem: Ha-tzofiyut Ha-ivrit u-morashto ha-imperialit shel Baden Powell,” in Zionism and Empires, ed. Yehouda Shenhav (Van Leer, 2015). In Hebrew.] 


In both this description and in one of Jabotinsky’s own letters, the translation is described as a group effort, seemingly done by a number of the prisoners together: “In Acre, we translated stories by Sherlock Holmes. Two or three appeared in print.”[footnoteRef:57]  [57:  Z. Jabotinsky to Chava Jabotinsky and Tamar Jabotinsky-Kopp, 23 October 1923, Jabotinsky Institute Archive, letter 4571.] 


Despite his implied admission that the translation was a group effort, when “The Adventure of the Norwood Builder” (translated into Hebrew as “The Architect of Norwood”) appeared, the first translations in a planned series, just two translators were listed: Z. Z. (Ze`ev Zabotinsky) and D. M (David Marcus).[footnoteRef:58] However, the bottom of the page contained a footnote: “This story and a number of other well-known stories about Sherlock Holmes, were translated at the time by the prisoners of Acre as a foundation for youth literature in Eretz Israel.”[footnoteRef:59] [58:  “The Architect From Norwood,” item 6(a) in the translation list.]  [59: .“The Architect From Norwood,” item 6(a) in the translation list.] 


Ten years later, when the same story was printed in a separate booklet entitled “The Architect’s Will,” only those same two translators were mentioned, this time with an ideological spin:

“The Architect’s Will” is one of the stories translated by the prisoners of Acre after the first riots in the British Mandate in Israel; within the prison walls, Jabotinsky and his comrades recalled the youth of Eretz Israel and laid down bricks to build up its culture.[footnoteRef:60] [60:  From “The Architect’s Will,” item 14 on the translations list, 2.] 


These assertions aside, at least one other person did in fact work on the translation. Eliyahu Moshe Epstein was born in Liverpool in 1895, and grew up as an enthusiastic Zionist who was involved from a young age in Zionist organizing and cultural work. In 1919, he emigrated to Eretz Israel as a representative of the Zionist Organization in London, and spent his first years in the country working for the Zionist Commission for Palestine and making a living writing for various literary and journalistic outlets. With the outbreak of the riots on Passover 1920 in Jerusalem, Epstein took part in the defense of the Jewish Quarter of the Old City and was later imprisoned together with Jabotinsky and the others.[footnoteRef:61] During his time in jail, the two became friends and remained in contact for many years.  [61:  David Tidhar, Encyclopedia of the Founders and Builders of Israel (Self-Published 1947-1970), 4:1974.] 


With a greater command of the English language than the other prisoners, Epstein apparently also took an active part in translating the stories. His efforts would ultimately become part of his personal archive: six simple notebooks, three of which contained the Hebrew version of “The Adventure of the Three Students” (translated as “A Story of Three Students” and later as “The Three Students Affair”) and three others containing the story “The Adventure of the Golden Pince-Nez (translated as “A Story of a Golden Pensne”).

The Hebrew versions of these two stories contains the comments and edits of at least two other writers whose handwriting does not match Jabotinsky’s.[footnoteRef:62] Epstein also briefly mentions the matter in his memoirs, where he is even vaguer about Jabotinsky’s role in the translation work: [62:  The material is now held at the Jabotinsky Institute, (kaf)10-11. See also Z. Jabotinsky to Chava Jabotinsky and Tamar Jabotinsky-Kopp, 23 October 1923, Jabotinsky Institute Archive, letter 4571. My thanks to Amira Stern, director of the Jabotinsky Institute Archive, for helping me with the manuscript. The Hebrew version of “The Adventure of the Builder From Norwood,” which was also translated in prison, appears to have been sent to Pesach Ginsburg to be printed in the journal Ha-ḥayyim in 1922, leaving us bereft of the original copy.] 


In the old crusaders’ fort, we helped Jabotinsky translate Omar Khayyam into Hebrew[footnoteRef:63] … I still have the translation of Sherlock Holmes which he inspired, because, he said, we must give our youth adventure and not only Gemorra.[footnoteRef:64]   [63:  Omar Khayyam, a medieval Persian polymath. ]  [64:  Elias M. Epstein, Jerusalem Correspondent: 1919-1958 (Jerusalem Post, 1964), 19.] 


It thus turns out that there was more than one hand in the work, Jabotinsky’s being one of them and maybe even the leading one. However, because of the public and ideological fame which surrounded Jabotinsky and his image, the names of the other translators were quickly erased from the public and historical consciousness. This left Jabotinsky to remain in the collective memory  as the first to translate the Great Detective’s stories into Hebrew. 

Jabotinsky himself, it should be emphasized, took care to not tell the story in such an inaccurate way. This may be why Conan Doyle’s stories are not among the collection of his translations printed by his son after he died, and later included in his writings. In contrast, his short translations of stories by Edgar Allan Poe, for instance, were indeed included in the list and later also reprinted.[footnoteRef:65]  [65:  Ze'ev Jabotinsky, Shirim tirgumim, shirei tzion, shirei ḥol, vol. 2 of Ketavim (Self-Published, 1946).] 


Another possible reason for the omission of the Holmes stories from Jabotinsky’s collected writings was Poe’s stature as a “significant” author, while Conan Doyle–at least in the view of many intellectuals–was considered an author whose writings were meant primarily for a younger, broader, and above all less educated audience. Jabotinsky may have preferred to play down his own weakness for Holmes stories, which despite their great popularity, were considered by many to belong to an inferior class of literature.[footnoteRef:66]  [66:  My thanks to Dr. Anat Hellman for this suggestion.] 


As an aside, one can marvel at the irony that these men, imprisoned by the British, were so committed to the translation of foreign literature into Hebrew that they even worked diligently to popularize the national literature of their jailors. It seem, however, that Jabotinsky saw no contradiction: Just as he felt the need to participate in the independent Jewish defense forces in British Palestine, so too was he convinced that British culture contained elements that could aid the creation of a Zionist national culture–even if he did so while imprisoned by them.[footnoteRef:67] [67:  On Jabotinsky’s complex and changing attitude towards British culture during the Mandatory era, see below, p. ???-???.] 


 “For the Young Reader”: The First Hebrew Printing of Sherlock Holmes

Whatever the exact identity of the translators, some two years after the group was released from prison, the first story they translated, “The Adventure of the Norwood Builder,” was published. The story focuses on a criminal who fakes his own death to frame the son of his former lover. Like some of Conan Doyle’s original series, this story was also serialized over the course of six issues of Haḥayyim (Life), a short-lived and long-forgotten magazine. 

Ha-ḥayyim: An Illustrated Weekly for Literature and Art, was published in Jerusalem and edited by Pesach Ginsburg between April and August 1922. The magazine only ever published twelve issues all of which were devoted to the publication of original literary works in Hebrew–including both noted and novice authors–and interspersed  with original pictures, paintings, and illustrations by artists from Mandatory Palestine. Among the authors whose works were published in Haḥayyim were Avraham Shlonsky and Yaakov Hurgin, and its roster of artists included Boris Shatz, Shomo Yedidiah, and Mordechai Gur-Aryeh.

Pesach Ginsburg, the magazine’s editor, was himself an interesting figure. Born in 1894 in the Volyn oblast of Ukraine, Ginsburg arrived in Odessa in 1914. There he quickly became a member of the circles of Hebrew writers operating in the city, which were led, among others,  by Chaim Nachman Bialik. Ginsburg even wrote his own Hebrew poetry and prose. 

He later moved to London, and then to Mandatory Palestine in 1922. He settled in Jerusalem, quickly becoming a well-known and respected editor, working at several major papers, including Haaretz, Doar Hayom, Hazman, and Bustenai. All the while, he also worked on his own literary writing,both original and translated.[footnoteRef:68] [68:  For more on Ginsburg, see Joseph Galron-Goldschlager, “Pesach Ginsburg,” Modern Hebrew Literature: A Bio-Bibliographical Lexicon, Ohio State University, 21 May 2019, https://library.osu.edu/projects/hebrew-lexicon/01411.php, accessed 12 February 2026; “Pesach Ginsburg einenu,” Haaretz, 30 January 1947,  1; G. Kressel, “Pesach Ginsburg”, Davar, 30 January 1947, 1.] 


Ginsburg appears to have treated Haḥayyim as his own private publication and even bore the printing costs himself. The magazine’s issues were distributed via the Tarbut stores. These shops, founded in 1919 by Mordechai Neuman, Yehoshua Chechik, and Yosef Shravrak, three of the first volunteers for the Gedud Ha-a’Avodah (Labor Battalion) with Jabotinsky’s encouragement were a bastion of commerce for literature and art . The stores also dealt with the distribution of British literature in Mandatory Palestine.[footnoteRef:69]   [69:  Zvi Barksy, Making A Mark: Booksellers in Palestine, 1870-1948 (Mineged, 2019), 85-87. In Hebrew; M. Neuman, “Be-Yerushalayim: Ba-yamim ha-hem,” Maariv, 12 December 1968, 24.] 


In accordance with Ginsburg’s vision, the magazine sought to provide its readers with works appropriate for different age groups, and almost every issue contained a section “for young readers.” This youth literature section is where Conan Doyle’s story was published in serial form from the fourth issue onward. Alongside the detective story itself, pictures and illustrations with no relation to the Great Detective were sometimes inserted throughout  the text: “scenes from the country,” pictures from the first colonies and illustrations of the sketch artist Shlomo Yedidiah.

Why was this specific story selected first for publication from among the three translated in Acre prison? It is now hard to say. But we can assume that this was in part due to the classic character of this particular detective story. Other Sherlock Holmes stories include no actual crime, or depict the detective preventing a crime from being committed. This tale, on the other hand, prominently showcases the elements of the classic Holmes story: the famous detective working together with Dr. Watson, leaving his home to investigate, demonstrating fascinating capabilities of deduction and logic, and even managing to prevent the crime from happening, exposing the crook, and bringing him to justice. The mystery is solved by a fingerprint which Holmes knows is meant to deceive him, and which he uses to expose the actual criminal. Another characteristic element is the complex relationship between Holmes the private detective and official law enforcement: while they are required to help him solve the mystery, he does not miss a chance to mock them, even while allowing them to get the final credit for arresting the criminal. These characteristics, which make this story one of the most successful Holmes tales, are likely the reason why it was selected as the first Holmes story to be published in Hebrew.[footnoteRef:70]  [70:  By comparison, in their study of Conan Doyle’s translation into Arabic by Nasib al-Mash’alani, some twenty years before Jabotinsky, Zachs and Bawardi concluded that the choice of stories for translation was done in accordance with the perceived educational and ideological benefit. Zachs and Bawardi, “Arab Nation-Building through Detective Stories,” 17-18.] 


Though Jabotinsky later recalled “two or three stories being published in Haḥayyim,”[footnoteRef:71] “The Adventure of the Norwood Builder” remained the only Holmes story to be published in Mandatory Palestine at the time. Other translated stories appeared only in Poland, translated by Yisrael Handelsaltz, who is discussed in the following next chapter. [71:  Z. Jabotinsky to Chava Jabotinsky and Tamar Jabotinsky-Kopp, 23 October 1923, Jabotinsky Institute Archive, letter 4571.
] 


Haḥayyim was quickly closed down, probably due to the heavy financial burden it entailed. There was no reference in the Hebrew press–positive or negative– to the translation. But Jabotinsky did not despair.For him this was just the beginning. A few years later he initiated the first Hebrew translation of a full-length Holmes novel. This time he chose A Study in Scarlet, the first Holmes story in Conan Doyle’s canon.

“Hello, Mister Holmes, for Coming to Settle Down Among Us”: From the First Short Story to the First Novel

To ensure that translated detective and adventure stories (i.e., “narrative literature”) became more widespread among Jews living in Mandatory Palestine, and after the  initial efforts described, Jabotinsky decided he needed to produce the books himself, including full-length novels. He founded a new Hebrew publishing house called Ha-sefer (The book), which would be primarily devoted to the publication of educational and adventure literature translated into Hebrew, especially works meant for children and adolescents.

Jabotinsky’s senior partner in founding the new publishing house was Zionist publisher and activist Shlomo Saltzman (b. Seltz, 1872), who knew Jabotinsky from their youth and was one of the people who attracted him to the Zionist movement in the first place. Among other pursuits, Saltzman served as Jabotinsky’s private publisher  at the beginning of his career, putting out booklets in Yiddish that contained some of his first ideological writings.[footnoteRef:72]  [72:  On Saltzman see in brief: Tidhar, Encyclopedia, 669-670. For agreements between Jabotinsky and Saltzman regarding the publication, see Jabotinsky Institute Archive, aleph1, 4, 17, 1-3.] 


Their joint venture was actually the refounding of Ha-sefer; the first iteration of the publishing house had been opened ten years earlier, before World War I..[footnoteRef:73] Another partner in the new incarnation of Hasefer was Zionist editor, translator, and political operator Shmuel Perlman (b. Minsk, 1887), who immigrated to Ottoman Palestine in 1914, becoming the first editor of Ḥadshot Ha-aretz (later Haaretz) and the editor of several other Hebrew publications. [73:  On the first, pre-WWI Ha-sefer publishing house, see Gil Weissblei, “Hotza’at ‘Ha-sefer,’ Berlin,” MA Thesis, Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2005.] 


In 1921 Perlman left Mandatory Palestine and settled in Berlin, where he edited the World Zionist Organization’s publication, Ha-olam. Later, he returned to Mandatory Palestine and edited Doar Hayom.[footnoteRef:74] Like the long-standing partnership of Saltzman and Jabotinsky, the friendship between the two and Perlman was formed on the basis of shared views regarding both the character and national role of Hebrew literature and broader ideological issues.  [74:  On Perlman see Bema’agalei Yetzirah, 132.; Abba Ahimeir, Ayin ha-kore, in Ketavim nivḥarim (Ha-va’ad le-hotza’at kitvei Aḥimeir, 2005), 6:221-224.] 


The new publishing house, founded in Berlin, later moved its base of operations to Paris and London. It became a shareholding company, with part of the ownership handed over by Jabotinsky to some of his allies in Britain, including Shlomo Yankelevitch Jacobi, who was also appointed its legal adviser.[footnoteRef:75] The ideological goals and credo of the publishing house were listed in documents signed by Jabotinsky and Saltzman in London, where the company was legally registered: "to operate as a Hebrew publishing house, and in pursuit of this aim to print, publish, and distribute books, newspapers, journals, magazines, and other publications in the Hebrew language, or to advance the study of the language, and deal in all types of commercial activity including the publication, printing, sale and binding … and any type of business or trade regarding the Hebrew language or in any other language.”[footnoteRef:76] [75:  Rodney Benjamin and David Cebon, The Forgotten Zionist: The life of Solomon (Sioma) Yankelevitch Jacobi (Geffen, 2012), 75-77. For more on the publication, see Kats, Jabo, chapter 50.]  [76:  Memorandum of Association of The Hebrew Publishing Company Ha-Sefer limited, 42 (London, 1923). Jabotinsky Institute Archive, aleph1, 4, 17, 1.] 


At the outset, the publishers planned to release dozens of titles–original and translated–including many for schoolchildren, as well as new Hebrew-language editions of religious books.[footnoteRef:77] Jabotinsky himself wanted to translate and publish the works of Jules Verne, Charles Dickens, Alexander Dumas, James Fenimore Cooper, and many more.[footnoteRef:78] Perlman was made one of the publisher’s chief editors, while Jabotinsky and Saltzman focused on producing new books, recruiting new authors and translators, and various other administrative and financial tasks.[footnoteRef:79]  [77:  On the founding and goals of the publishing house, see Seltzman, Min ha-avar, 281-282 ().]  [78:  Shechtman, Jabotinsky, 19.]  [79:  For some of the planning documents for the publishing house in its first few years see,, e.g., “Haskamah 20/7/1923,” Jabotinsky Institute Archive, aleph1, 4, 17, 3.] 


The first book published by Ha-sefer, edited by Perlman and Jabotinsky, was the first Hebrew language atlas, meant primarily for young students. It was an immediate success and would be republished in several editions afterward. The partners then decided to publish five additional books for younger readers, including two adventure stories, to be translated for the first time into Hebrew: The Prisoner of Zenda by Anthony Hope (translated by A. Lubrani) and A Study in Scarlet, the first Holmes story written by Conan Doyle, which connects a murder occurring in London with the beginnings of the Mormon community in the United States.

The choice of this story, rather than the far more popular Hound of the Baskervilles, may hint at Jabotinsky’s original intent: to publish all the Holmes stories in Hebrew in accordance with their original publishing order. Either way, as these two books were being published, Jabotinsky sought to transfer the publishing house’s activity to Mandatory Palestine. However, the books ended up being published in Paris, and the publishing house continued to operate abroad until it was finally shut down, a few years later.[footnoteRef:80]  [80:  Z. Jabotinsky to Chava and Tamar Jabotinsky, 22 September 1924, Jabotinsky Institute Archive, Letter 4676.] 


Now that the decision was made to publish a Hebrew version of the famous detective novel, Jabotinsky had to find the right translator for the job. He ultimately chose Yonah (Johnny) Kopp (Tamir), the son of his sister, Tamar Jabotinsky-Kopp, who was finishing his engineering exams and who was thoroughly fluent in the English language. Kopp’s work appears to have taken many months, but by September 1924 Jabotinsky could report to his partners that he had the manuscript in hand and was ready for printing.[footnoteRef:81] Even before the actual publication of the two books, Jabotinsky wrote Saltzman that he feared the latter would not be satisfied with the quality of the printing, but he stressed the ideological justification for doing so:  [81:  Z. Jabotinsky to Chava and Tamar Jabotinsky, 22 September 1924, Jabotinsky Institute Archive, Letter 4571; Z. Jabotinsky to Chava and Tamar Jabotinsky, 22 September 1924, Jabotinsky Institute Archive, Letter 4676.] 


You will not be satisfied with these books. In their outward form and paper they are like the yellow-covered French books.… But I want to get the readers used to a cheap book, to Agora [Penny] books".[footnoteRef:82] [82:  Shechtman, Jabotinsky, 19-20. ] 


Indeed, the moral dimension of publishing books in Hebrew was something Jabotinsky emphasized in the book itself. In an editorial “note” of two pages, printed at the start of the book, some of the linguistic and stylistic decisions of the translators and editors were explained, including the decision not to provide diacritical marks in the book as the “yellow-covered French books” do:

Our goal in all our efforts–to find a Hebrew form of writing that will make Hebrew reading easier for both the inexperienced reader while also avoiding doubling the books’ price, which comes with complete [diacritical marking]. Obviously not all the efforts will succeed, but our hope is strong, that both the Hebrew reader and teacher will aid us in their good attitude towards our efforts and will support it with advice and criticism.[footnoteRef:83]  [83:  Item 11 on the translations list, p. 4.
] 


Indeed, no diacritical marks were added to the text itself, though some words were added at the bottom with full markings, in order to aid  insufficiently familiar with the language. In addition, a list of eighty-three words and expressions was added at the end of the book, which the editors felt would not be understood or familiar to most of the reading audience.[footnoteRef:84] Jabotinsky decided in favor of encouraging Hebrew reading as such, while still standing on financially and commercially sound territory.A few thousand copies of the first–and apparently the only–edition of the book were printed. But many remained unsold in the warehouse for many years.[footnoteRef:85]  [84:  Ibid., 138-141.]  [85:  Z. Jabotinsky to Tamar Jabotinsky-Kopp, 22 September 1924, Jabotinsky Institute Archive, Letter 6450.] 


Despite Jabotinsky’s hopes, the first Holmes novel did not garner any more public attention than the first translated short story, neither in Mandatory Palestine nor abroad. However, its publication was noted, albeit modestly, in the local Jewish press, including the publication’s policy regarding diacritical marks.[footnoteRef:86] The book also merited a few brief reviews. One of these, which also addressed the editing style of the young publishing house, was published in English, in the Palestine Bulletin:  [86:  “Be-Yafo u-be-Tel Aviv: Sherlock Holmes,” Haaretz, 10 February 1926, 4.] 


The `Haseffer` [sic] Publishing Company, Ltd., in London, directed by Mr. Vl. Jabotinsky, has recently published in Hebrew two new books. “Sherlock Holmes” (A Study in Scarlet) …. Both are excellent fiction books for youth. The first romance has been translated by Mr. Iona Kopp [sic] […] The language employed by the translators is facile and fluent. The first book is voweled […] Both are well printed. They are a contribution to the Hebrew literature for the young generation and were much welcomed by the local pupils.[footnoteRef:87] [87:  “New Editions from ‘HASEFER’ publishing co.,” The Palestine Bulletin, 4 March 1926, 3, 53.] 


An even more complimentary review, beginning and ending with a truly emotional tone, was published in Haaretz:

On that day the Hebrew Sherlock Holmes came to my hand, I was excited as though a childhood friend had come to me, whose face I had not seen in many years. Hello to you, Mister Holmes, on the day you came to settle down among us.… This time Ha-sefer publishing has brought us a present: Sherlock Holmes in good Hebrew, though it is sometimes a little difficult. And we can say with satisfaction a la Smolenskin of the translation of Ram and Yael [Romeo and Juliet]: today revenge was done to Sherlock Holmes.[footnoteRef:88] [88:  K., “Sherlock Holmes ba-vrit: Agav kri’a,” Haaretz, 11 April 1925, 3.] 


The author’s comment on the somewhat difficult translation, appears to have been particularly significant. The original story was written in English that was correct but also simple and enjoyable. It may be that this or other critics felt that a translation that fails to do s –if only due to the objective limitations of the Hebrew language at the time–detracts from the enjoyment of reading popular detective stories. Moreover, like Jabotinsky himself, and like most Hebrew authors, this critic considered Doyle’s books to be mere children’s fare, as he emphasized a number of times: “And Mister Holmes is not just my friend. He is the friend of all children.”[footnoteRef:89]  [89:  A.K., “Sherlock Holmes.”] 


With such positive initial reviews, it is hard to understand why the first published Holmes novel in Hebrew didn’t make more of an impression on the reading public, to the point that it was almost entirely forgotten.[footnoteRef:90] One reason may be the choice of Conan Doyle’s less popular first Holmes story, instead of later and more popular ones, such as The Hound of the Baskervilles or The Valley of Fear. It is also possible that printing the books abroad and exporting them to Mandatory Palestine made distribution more difficult. At the end of the day, it could ultimately have been the translation style, which not all readers enjoyed. Either way, Ha-sefer publishing soon closed its doors, and it was only two years later that readers got  their hands on another translated Holmes story, this time published by Omanut, one of the most respected and influential local publishers. For his part, Jabotinsky was forced to suffice with a republishing of “The Adventure of the Norwood Builder” a few years later, once again thanks to publisher and editor Pesach Ginsburg, who had published it originally and for the first time under his auspices.  [90:  For an additional brief reference to the production of the book in Hebrew, see M. R. N., “Sifruteinu ba-shnat tarpu,” Doar Hayom, 8 September 1926, 9.] 


“And his Terror is over Every Villain and Injustice”: Reprinting Under A New Name

In 1927, Pesach Ginsburg founded Ha-sifriyyah Ha-ketanah (The little library): a project meant to produce a thirty-two-page Hebrew booklet on a weekly basis. The publication would  includethe best of original or translated Hebrew literature, inexpensively  produced and printed–and therefore available to everyone.[footnoteRef:91] The first booklets contained original stories and poems by Avigdor Hameiri and Ben Avram, as well as Ginsburg’s translation of Israel Zangwill’s 'לוטש הזכוכיות. These were received with by some critics with great enthusiasm:  [91:  “Pesach Ginsburg,” Bio-Bibliographical Lexicon. ] 


The poet Pesach Ginsburg has cooked up something good, publishing a “small library” that serves the Hebrew reader a gift every single Shabbat. A booklet of thirty-two pages, elegant inside and out, with a real whiff of “Oneg Shabbat” wafting from it … in general, this small library is worthy of being the lot of every Hebrew reader, and I wish it a long life, and many booklets that will join together into large and elegant and glorious volumes".[footnoteRef:92]  [92:  Y. Ramon, “Al ha-sifriya ha-ketanah be-hotza’at P. Ginsburg,” Doar Hayom, 13 May 1927,  5.] 


Indeed, between 1927 and 1928 forty-one new booklets were produced that contained the works of a slew of authors, including Shai Agnon, Dov Kimhi, Yaakov Hurgin, Moshe Smilanski, and Theodore Herzl. After that publication ceased for a few years, only to be renewed in 1932. In his statement announcing the planned publishing of the new booklets,  Ginsburg listed the works that would be published and the translators who had contributed their work to the project, including Devorah Baron, Yehudah Grazovsky, Ginsburg himself, and the two translators of “The Adventure of the Norwood Builder,” Zeev Jabotinsky and David Marcus.[footnoteRef:93] But this time around, Ginsburg’s program was fiercely criticized for being solely made up of translated works: “We wonder about Mister Pesach Ginsburg, who comes to publish a library for the nation, which is entirely translated. Is the Hebrew story illegitimate?”[footnoteRef:94]   [93:  “Yedi’ot,” Ktuvim, 19 November 1931,  4.]  [94:  “Yedi’ot,” Ktuvim.] 


The timing of Ginsburg’s decision to renew the Small Library in 1932 was no coincidence: As will be described in detail in Chapter Six, at that time the first booklets published under the Sifriyat Habalash (The detective library) series appeared. These were published by Shlomo Ben Yisrael, and starred a police officer and detective named David Tidhar. The series was a very big hit with readers. Ginsburg, it seems, spotted an opportunity to jump onto the bandwagon and provide readers with more cheap literature, albeit literature of a higher caliber than that published by The Detective Library. Jabotinsky was apparently also aware of this fad: a few months after the renewed publication of Ginsburg’s Small Library booklets, Jabotinsky tried to bring a few thousand dusty copies of the first Holmes novel in Hebrew from Paris. It is  unclear whether he succeeded in getting the books to market.[footnoteRef:95]  [95:  Z. Jabotinsky to Tamar Jabotinsky-Kopp, 22 September 1924, Jabotinsky Institute Archive, Letter 6450.] 


For his part, Ginsburg did in fact produce a new edition of “The Adventure of the Norwood Builder.” To that end, he used the translation he had published ten years before in Ha-ḥayyim, this time under another purely Hebrew name: “Tzava’at ha-adrichal” (The architect’s will). In the preface, Ginsburg explained why the then-forgotten story was worthy of being reprinted in Hebrew, devoting a few words to both the original author and his creation:

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle (born in 1859, died 1931), an English novelist who established himself at the end of his days among the spiritualists (who believe in the sharing of this world with the next world, with personal contact of spirits of the dead with the living), acquired a name for himself in the collection of stories of Sherlock Holmes, the volunteer detective who turns the matter of the investigation of crimes into a precise and exacting scientific method, fights for true justice and the discovery of truth, and whose terror is over every villain and doer of injustice.[footnoteRef:96]  [96:  From “The Architect’s Will,” item 14 on the translations list, p. 2.] 


This florid description of Holmes’s virtues and character was undoubtedly influenced by the style of the Detective Library. Their works knowingly adopted a flowery and sometimes even crass style in order to attract the simpler readers. Ginsburg, so it appears, felt that without such an introduction, readers would not bother with the story, and his investment in republishing and redesigning the booklet would be for naught. 

Aside from the renewed publication of his first translation, and his stillborn effort to publish new stories in serial form on the pages of Doar Hayom (see Chapter Four), Jabotinsky ceased to occupy himself with Holmes, at least publicly. However, a reading of his original literary work shows that even it provides glimpses of the famous British detective. Thus, in his novel The Five (published in Russian in 1936 and then in Hebrew, translated by Hanania Reichman), the narrator describes himself, even if momentarily, as being like Holmes: “I pretended to be Sherlock Holmes and asked without dancing around the issue: a neighbor?”[footnoteRef:97]  [97:  Ze’ev Jabotinsky, Ḥamishatam, vol. 3 of Ketavim (Self-Published, 1946), 135.] 


In the story “The Conquerer,” by contrast, the narrator compared himself to the figure of Watson: “I was forced against my will from bewilderment, just like Doctor Watson, the friend of Sherlock Holmes.”[footnoteRef:98] In the eyes of Svetlana Natukovich, this mention of the Holmes character was meant to hint at the similarity between the protagonist of this story–the Austrian–and the British detective, without mentioning him explicitly.[footnoteRef:99] Even when Jabotinsky stopped translating the adventures of the Great Detective, Holmes was still very much on his mind. [98:  Ze’ev Jabotinsky, Sipurim, vol. 6 of Ketavim (Self-Published, 1946), , 128. ]  [99:  Natukovitch, Among Radiant Clouds, 170. Natukovitch found at least one more character in Jabotinsky’s original stories based on one of Conan Doyle’s heroes: none other than his archnemesis, Professor Moriarty (177).] 


Literary Revisionism or Revisionist Literature?

The first effort to translate Sherlock Holmes into Hebrew, initiated and led by Jabotinsky, was a consequence of a number of factors coming together: his own personal preferences; financial initiatives (some of which failed) on the part of editors, publishers, and printers who were among his colleagues; and, no less importantly, an ideological motive. Like many of his colleagues, Jabotinsky saw Hebrew literature, both original and translated as essential to national revival, serving both educational and national purposes.

It would appear impossible to ignore how many of those involved in this project over the years–including Kopp, Seltzman, Ginsburg, and the owners of the Jerusalem Tarbut store and cultural clearing house–ultimately became affiliated, to one degree or another, with Revisionist Zionism.

In addition to the various personal motives that led them to take part in the effort, their ideological stance had some part to play: they all saw value in the diffusion of narrative-based adventure literature in Hebrew. This literature would help create a vital, curious, and exciting Hebrew-reading youth culture,  and would shape the form of the Zionist movement as a whole. Moreover, like Jabotinsky, others in his circle saw the imaginary character of Holmes as a gentlemanly role model worthy of imitation, even for those who did not know him in the original.

In light of all this, it is no wonder that at least some of them were connected with other efforts to import Holmes into the Hebrew speaking and reading culture of Mandatory Palestine. Hanania Reichman, who translated Jabotinsky’s stories into Hebrew, was involved in the writing of the play “Sherlock Holmes in Tel Aviv,” performed by the Ha-Matate theater (see Chapter Seven), and a number of the owners of the Tarbut store were also connected to later efforts to distribute Holmes stories from the thirties to the fifties.

Whatever the ideological or personal motives of those involved in the Holmes project, until the end of the British Mandate period they persistently made efforts to translate and adapt the image of the detective to the local atmosphere. Were readers aware of the ideological foundation of the Holmes translation project? Did they identify with it? Most likely not. Similarly, most did not mind translating and distributing stories about a British literary figure who belonged to the other side of the geopolitical divide. In sum, for most the ideological agenda was less relevant than the fact of making narrative literature accessible in the reading language they preferred. Nevertheless, given the cultural and ideological debate over non-canonical literature, which only became fiercer in the nineteen-thirties (see Chapter Six), we can assume that the “Revisionist” origin of these translations became even more problematic.

