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8 Foreword

Arieh Allweil: Letters, Figures, Landscapes

The retrospective exhibition of Arieh Allweil, which is on show in 

the spring of 2015 at the Mishkan Museum of Art, Ein Harod, is 

accompanied by a comprehensive book that embraces all the phases 

of his oeuvre. The artist’s life story evokes a particular connection 

with this museum because of its place in the history of communal 

settlement: Arieh Allweil, a leader of the Hashomer Hatzair group 

that settled in Bitanya Ilit on 1920, was a central figure in a communal 

settlement which became known as one of the most challenging ever 

attempted in this country – and which later became the subject of 

a play, The Night of the Twentieth, which has itself become a myth. 

Allweil, an artist and a leader, chose a life of art, set out to study art 

at the academy in Vienna, did exceedingly well there, joined the 

“Kunstschau” group of artists which had formed around Gustav Klimt 

and Egon Schiele, exhibited with them in the ’20s, and created early 

works some of which – such as his Gray Tura series – have recently 

attained renewed recognition.

On his return to Palestine in 1926 he became an artist and a 

teacher. He was one of the founders of the Tel Aviv Museum and of 

the Midrasha Art Teachers’ College when it was first established in 

Tel Aviv. 

Allweil made a distinctive contribution to Israeli art in two very 

different and contrasting fields: a new visual interpretation of biblical 

texts by means of black-and-white prints and calligraphy, in works 

that in a unique and topical way express his suppressed anguish at 

the horrors of the Holocaust period, and an original development 

of richly colorful and pictorial landscape painting, which proposes a 

new kind of landscape painting, different in its conception from the 

kind of painting that had become established in the mainstream of 

Eretz-Israeli and Israeli art. The dialectical relations between these 

two orientations in Allweil’s oeuvre, nightmare and utopia, hint at 

its complex character and constitute the basis of the exhibition and 

the book.



9In 1939 Allweil established an independent publishing firm 

named “Hillel”, and in the course of the war years and the Holocaust 

he published books that he produced with his own hands, among 

them The Anonymous Jew, Lamentations, Amos and Esther. He hand-

gouged the texts on linoleum, interspersed the illustrations with 

allusions to events of the period, printed the sheets, cut, folded and 

bound the books all by himself. In 1967 he retired from teaching, 

purchased canvases and materials, and planned to devote all his time 

to painting. In the spring he set out to paint the flowering landscapes 

on the slopes of the mountains of Safed, where the skyscape is almost 

absent and a purplish color is dominant. The color planes in these 

last paintings are soft and fluffy, and the light is captured in them 

in paint thinned with white, similarly to the soft and pale planes of 

his early confrontations with this country’s landscapes on his return 

from Vienna. This series of landscapes of spring flowering around 

Safed was the swansong of his oeuvre; he felt ill, was diagnosed with 

heart failure, and on the eve of Passover he had a heart attack and 

died.

Arieh Allweil’s many-layered oeuvre has not been given its rightful 

place in the story of Israeli art. The retrospective exhibition and the 

book reveal the work of an inspiring, innovative, and committed 

artist. 

Galia Bar Or
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Bitaniya, c. 1920, oil on cardboard, 35.5×49



11Allweil: Dream, Nightmare, or Utopia?

Galia  Bar  Or

Two Dreams (Exposition)

Two dreams are interfused at the entrance to this exhibition of 

Arieh Allweil’s oeuvre of many years, and central to both is a figure 

of him – the figure of a young leader and painter at the outset of his 

path in the early 1920s. The first dream is not his, but that of someone 

else, but Allweil stars in the dreamer’s description. The second dream 

is a small oil painting on cardboard that Allweil painted. The figure 

of Allweil as it appears in these two dreams, in a text and a painting, 

refracts his dilemmas in the period in which he finally resolved to 

live the life of an artist, and reflects a fascinating group experience 

that he participated in, one which turns out to be more topical today 

than ever.

The first dream opens with a spectacular scene of celestial 

radiance and a community gathered together between heaven and 

earth in an experience of revelation and spiritual communion, with 

Allweil within it. The dream’s lens focuses on the figure of Allweil, 

which radiates impressive resolve and stability, but then the power of 

this confidence dissolves into a frightening helplessness. The Allweil 

in the dream awakes, tormented, while the webs of the dream spin 

on, and the dreamer can do nothing for him. Allweil’s green eyes are 

fixed on the dreamer, who also awakes in a horrified frenzy.

At the center of the second dream is a self-portrait of Allweil, a 

painting within a painting. The oblong painting depicted within the 

painting is slanted on its side and is ambiguous: it is both a painting 

and a house. The house has a barred window and a fiery red roof that 

touches the forehead of the portrait, and behind it is a view of a gray 

mound, and sky. On the back of the painting Allweil wrote a title, “A 

Dream”.

The first dream was probably written in the spring of 1921, but 



12 1 / The text was discovered 

by Muki Tzur, who 

published it in the 

late critical edition 

of Kehiliyateinu (“Our 

Community”); see “We in 

the Land: Yaari’s Address 

to Kehiliyateinu”, in 

Kehiliyateinu, Anthology of 

5682 [1922–23]: Thoughts, 

Dilemmas and Aspirations 

of Pioneers, citations and 

annotations: Muki Tzur 

(Jerusalem: Yad Yitzhak 

Ben-Zvi, 1988) (in Hebrew), 

pp. 284–285.

2 / Information about the 

countries of origin of these 

members may be found in 

Elkana Margalit, Hashomer 

Hatzair: From a Clan of 

Youth to Revolutionary 

Marxism, 1913–1936 (Tel Aviv: 

Hakibbutz Hameuchad 

Publishing House, 1971) (in 

Hebrew), p. 325, n. 26.

3 / Actually, only six of 

the contributors to the 

anthology were members 

of the group (most of those 

quoted were movement 

members who participated 

with them at Camp 

Shomria). Allweil was 

not one of them, perhaps 

because the anthology was 

put together after he set 

out to study in Vienna. 

The anthology, edited by 

Natan Bistritzky, was first 

published in 1922 by Kibbutz 

A[lef] Haifa–Jeddah Road 

(Camp Shomria). A facsimile 

edition of the first edition 

was published in 1964, with 

a note on the title page 

saying it was “dedicated 

as a gift to the Hashomer 

was shelved even though it had been written with the intent of 

publishing it. It was only rediscovered, and published, almost seventy 

years later.1 The second dream was painted by Allweil no later than 

1925. Like the text, this painting was neither exhibited nor published, 

and was only found recently in Allweil’s estate. It is being shown here 

for the first time, beside the first dream.

I’ve chosen to start with these two dreams in an attempt to 

animate intersections of past worlds through them. Dreams, as we 

know, have their own ways of illuminating things hidden in the 

psyche and the consciousness of the time even after the dreamer and 

the figures that surrounded him during his life have passed away. 

Both the text and the painting were shelved, and the fascinating 

social experiment hinted at in them was also not continued. Both 

dreams share the same place and time: Bitanya Ilit in the 1920s. 

A group of comrades, members of the Hashomer Hatzair youth 

movement who were among the first arrivals of the Third Aliyah, 

ascended “the mountain”, as Bitanya Ilit was called at the time, on 

a ridge overlooking Lake Kinneret from the west. The group spent 

about six months preparing the soil for planting in the framework 

of an experimental agricultural farm. In various periods it numbered 

between twenty and forty members, most of them from Austria and 

Galicia.2 The Kehiliyateinu anthology,3 a collation of texts written by 

members of Bitanya, contributed to the dissemination of the myth, 

and also became the point of departure for Yehoshua Sobol’s play The 

Night of the Twentieth, which soon became a myth in its own right 

and promoted a fertile discourse about Bitanya and its messages.4

The creators of the dreams referred to here, in words and in a 

painting, were the leaders of Bitanya Ilit: Meir Yaari, the author of 

the first dream, was its ideological leader, and Arieh Allweil, who 

would become a painter, was its social leader.5 Yaari, who joined the 

group when it was already crystallized, had been active before that 

as a “lone wolf”, as he himself put it, and had not associated himself 

with a particular group as the other members had.6 Later the lone 

wolf turned into a leader who united an impressive educational, 

social and political triad under his charismatic personality: the 

Hashomer Hatzair youth movement, the Kibbutz Artzi kibbutz 

movement, and the Mapam political party.7 The group’s original 



13Hatzair movement on its 

jubilee, by Kibbutz A[lef] 

of Hashomer Hatzair, 

Beit Alfa” (Jerusalem: 

Monzon Press, 1964). For 

the critical edition, see 

Kehiliyateinu, Anthology of 

5682 [1922–23], n. 1 above. 

See also biographies that 

were written by some of 

the participants, e.g., David 

Horovitz, My Yesterday 

(Jerusalem: Schocken, 1972) 

(in Hebrew). Yehoshua Sobol 

based his play The Night 

of the Twentieth (Tel Aviv: 

Bamaagal, 1977) (in Hebrew) 

on sections of the anthology.

4 / The play The Night of 

the Twentieth was first 

performed at the Haifa 

Theater in 1980 (and was 

produced there again in 

1990).

5 / See a biographical text 

about Arieh Allweil that was 

probably dictated or written 

by Yedidiah Shoham, which 

is preserved in the Beit 

Alfa Archive as a typescript 

(four pages, in Hebrew). 

Yedidiah Shoham (Shraga 

Schlipke), a member of 

Beit Alfa, immigrated to 

Palestine in 1920; see also 

Yedidiah Shoham, A Diary 

of Youth (Givat Haviva, 1987) 

(in Hebrew). On Yaari, see 

Aviva Halamish, “Meir Yaari: 

A Group Biography”, Israel: 

History, Culture, Society 3 (Tel 

Aviv University, 2003) (in 

Hebrew), 69–95; idem, Meir 

Yaari: A Kibbutz Biography, 

The First Fifty Years, 1897–

1947 (Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 

2009) (in Hebrew).

leader, Arieh Allweil, had established a branch of Hashomer Hatzair 

in his home-town Bobroysk (also called Bobrka) in Belarus, and also 

expanded the movement in the Lvov region. Before his emigration to 

Palestine Allweil became the chairman of the Hehalutz movement 

in all of eastern Galicia. In the years after the Bitanya days Allweil 

traveled to study art at the academy in Vienna, and on his return to 

Palestine devoted himself to painting and art teaching.

Allweil’s early works from the Bitanya Ilit period and shortly after 

it have generally been interpreted, so far, as nightmarish expression 

by a rank-and-file member stifled under Yaari’s leadership.8 But it 

is the context that builds the narrative in the eye of the beholder. 

Thus, for example, the tombstone that Allweil designed for Natan 

Ikar (1920) has been interpreted as reflecting a dark side in the world 

of Bitanya and has even been dubbed “the devil’s tombstone” – but 

this is from a late perspective of the 1970s, a time when esoteric cults 

were flourishing in Israel and in the world. The discourse of the ’70s 

therefore attributed cult characteristics to the intimate conversations 

that were held in the group, and anachronistically connected the 

struggle against cults and their leaders to Bitanya and Yaari.9

Gray Tura (Tura Afurah [the word Tura, טורא, has no meaning in 

Hebrew, but in Aramaic means ‘mountain’ (Tr.)]), an early series that 

Allweil created during his period of studies in Vienna (1924), has also 

been associated with his assumed nightmarish experience in Bitanya.10 

But exposing the dark side of the kibbutz was a characteristic of 

more than a few publications during the ’80s. Among the factors 

contributing to this was the spirit of the time, the collapse of the 

big ideologies, criticism of the Zionist state, and an emphasis on the 

experience of the individual as “a victim of the system”. In place of 

the big ideologies, writers now proposed “a discourse of individual 

voices, voices of individuals who take to themselves the right and 

the authority to say something about their own history”.11 On the 

background of the critical discourse that dealt with the negative 

aspects of Zionism and the “failures” of collectivism and the Israeli 

“melting pot” project, the kibbutz movement was perceived as “a 

kind of ‘black box’ of the Israeli cultural experiment, a kind of genetic 

code of what had been in it and what had been absent from it”.12

The critical discourse of several of the researchers, among them 



14 6 / See Meir Yaari, “A 

Little from a Person’s 

Life, the Long Furrow”, Al 

Hamishmar, 11 September 

1970 (in Hebrew).

7 / The Hashomer Hatzair 

political party became 

Mapam (the United Workers 

Party) in 1948. Yaari was its 

General Secretary until he 

retired in 1973.

8 / See Muki Tzur, “The 

Gray Mountain”, Sabbath in 

the Kibbutz, 1922–1988, exh. 

cat., ed. Tali Tamir (Ashdot 

Yaakov Meuhad: Uri and 

Rami Nehushtan Museum, 

1998), pp.21–22 (in Hebrew).

9 / See Dan Chamizer, 

“Ernst Polak Died in 

Bitanya”, Monitin (July 1981), 

89–93. 

10 / For a broader view of 

the interpretative context 

around the Gray Mountain 

series, see Shula Keshet, 

“From Bitanya to Vienna 

and Back: A New Viewing 

of Arieh Allweil’s Gray 

Mountain Series of Prints”, 

Cathedra 145 (September 

2012), 63–88 (in Hebrew).

11 / Tali Tamir, “Sabbath in 

the Kibbutz, or the Sabbath 

as a Parable”, Sabbath in the 

Kibbutz (see n. 8 above), p. 5 

(in Hebrew).

12 Ibid.

Tali Tamir and especially Muki Tzur, discussed the myth of Bitanya Ilit 

without undermining it, in an endeavor to examine what was correct 

and what could be resuscitated from it – and from this complex 

perspective the Gray Tura series was displayed at the “Sabbath in 

the Kibbutz” exhibition (Uri and Rami Nehushtan Museum, Kibbutz 

Ashdot Yaakov Meuhad, 1998; curator: Tali Tamir). Almost twenty 

years have passed since then; alternative ideas of social solidarity have 

become “bon ton” and are topical once again. New life is breathed 

into a sector of the past when the present orients itself towards 

it, to draw inspiration from it, as well as reasons, strength, new 

possibilities of understanding and imagining differently. It appears 

that today the story of Bitanya Ilit makes possible a contemplation 

that goes beyond the aperture that focuses on the disputed figure 

of Meir Yaari. The dynamic character of memory stirs us to examine 

that past in a different way: to dive into the dreams of that period, 

to locate biographical material, to build networks of activity, to 

mark decisions, to expose details that were hidden until now and to 

propose a different model for the story of Bitanya Ilit.

A re-examination of the historical materials reveals that the 

creator of Gray Tura was not a marginal figure. The fact that Allweil 

was a participant in the Bitanya experience is not new, of course, 

but until now his status as a charismatic leader of the group has not 

been considered in the context of discussions about his works. It 

therefore needs to be noted that his works are not works of a passive 

member, but those of an active leader who initiated constitutive 

processes in the group. Allweil was not only one of the leaders of 

the Hashomer Hatzair movement in the ’20s – he was also one of 

those who conceived Bitanya. Even before his arrival in Palestine, 

Allweil had outlined an idea for a “Shomer colony” [A Shomér 

(Guarder; plural: Shomrím) – a member of the Hashomer Hatzair 

movement (Tr.)], which anticipated the spirit of Bitanya Ilit, as will be 

recounted further on. Allweil, Yaari and others invested thought and 

mental powers in Bitanya, but it must be admitted that even if their 

ideas had some sort of continuation in the myth of the Hashomer 

Hatzair “clan” (‘edah), the movement as a whole turned in other – 

and even contrary – directions. From a principle of equal priority for 

the individual collective, Hashomer Hatzair turned to a movement 
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13 / Yaari was not 

infrequently accused 

of choosing members 

selectively, of invasions 

of privacy and intimacy, 

of making unreasonable 

amendments, and of 

irresolution on problems of 

the moment.

path of “ideological collectivism”, which bound the individual to the 

leadership’s line. What is the meaning of this turn? And why was the 

Bitanya Ilit world-view not articulated in sociological-ontological 

terms instead of evaporating without a trace? Does its failure indicate 

that it was no more than an episode, an unripened idea? Perhaps the 

blame lies with Yaari’s leadership13 – or perhaps from the outset, in 

the time-and-place contexts in Palestine and in the world, there was 

no chance for the spirit of Bitanya Ilit to flourish, to influence, to 

become an alternative conception of the collective (the “yahad”, the 

“together”)?

At this point it’s important to note that both Allweil and Yaari came 

out bruised from this dream and its fracture; each of them turned to 

a way of his own, one in painting and the other in movement activity, 

where he once again soon took a central leadership position. Allweil 

gradually distanced himself from the Hashomer Hatzair movement 

and from its ethical and political path, but remained faithful to the 

platform of the youth movement in which he had grown up. A view 

of the leader casts light on the artist Arieh Allweil, his way and his 

vision, so it makes sense to begin by clarifying what he created during 

the Bitanya period, what preceded the well-known Gray Tura series, 

and what is unique in the path that was marked out in his art since 

then.

A Leader

Arieh Allweil was connected with both of the groups that came 

together in Bitanya: one from Galicia and one from Austria. He as-

it-were combined in his personality two orientations that joined 

into one in the Hashomer Hatzair movement: the complex and 

introverted intellectual orientation of the “Tzeire Tzion” [“Youngsters 

of Zion”] movement in Vienna, and the practical, open and vibrant 

“youth culture” orientation of the “Hashomer” movement in the 

townlets of Galicia. He lived his childhood first in Galicia and then 

in Vienna, where his family fled to during the First World War. In 

Vienna he was exposed to the activities of the Hashomer Hatzair 

movement and joined the “Nesher” [Eagle] group, and in a short 
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14 Gavriel Talpir, “Arieh 

Allweil”, Gazit 26:1–5 (April–

November 1969), 301–308 (in 

Hebrew).

15 / See Shoham, n. 5 above.

time became a counselor or instructor (madrikh [literally: guide, one 

who shows the way]). When the war ended he returned to Galicia 

and established a branch of Hashomer Hatzair in Bobroysk, which 

he led from the basement of his parents’ home, to the chagrin of 

the Jewish establishment in the town and of many of the young 

members’ parents. Later, he established the movement in Lvov and 

in the entire region, earned his living by teaching Hebrew, and was 

considered a zealot of the language (at times he taught classes of sixty 

to seventy students). Quite a bit has been written about his activities 

in memoirs of movement members. Gavriel Talpir (later the editor 

of the periodical Gazit, who became acquainted with Allweil in the 

Vienna period), for example, described him as “one of the great 

pioneering figures that the national youth movement produced early 

in this century in Galicia”. He noted that “already in his youth he was 

outstanding in his intellectual personality and his leadership power; 

he was able to gather broad circles of youth around him and also 

to lead them to the Land of Israel”.14 Allweil esteemed Talpir, who 

was known as “Wundermann”(“Wonderman”)– “a youth wearing 

a typical caped coat, with an aluminum book [sic] tied to his belt” 

– who delivered a marvelously eloquent speech at the movement 

conference in Trnava (Tarnow) in 1918.15 Allweil’s early activity in 

establishing the branch of Hashomer Hatzair in Bobrka (Bobroysk) 

was described as follows by the group’s members:

Now a big, broad-shouldered, bespectacled young fellow 

appeared in our town, who’d just returned from Vienna with his 

parents. There he had studied and graduated from high school, 

and been active in the Zionist youth organization Hashomer 

Hatzair which was founded in Vienna by sons of Jewish 

refugees from Galicia. This fellow spoke Hebrew in the Sephardi 

accentuation, a great innovation in those times, and was full 

of energy for doing things. This was Lunik Allweil, today the 

artist and teacher Arieh Allweil. Allweil organized and gathered 

around himself the best of the youth, divided them into groups 

by their ages, and appointed the older ones as heads of groups 

of younger members; he organized Hebrew classes, instituted 

uniforms (scouts’ uniforms) and national Zionist badges, and 
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16 / Uri Kruvi, “Preparation 

and Aliyah”, In Memory of 

the Community of Bobrka 

and its Environs (Jerusalem: 

Organization of Former 

Residents of Bobrka and its 

Environs in Israel and the 

USA, 1964), pp. 71–72 (in 

Hebrew).

17 / S.P. Kalai, “The 

Beginnings of the 

Pioneering Movement 

in Bobrka”, In Memory of 

the Community of Bobrka 

(see n. 16), pp. 75–76 (in 

Hebrew); Mordechai Geller, 

“The Founder of the Youth 

Movement”. p. 45.

18 / Of the 25 members 

of Bitanya Ilit, 14 came 

from Lvov and Bobroysk; 

see Matityahu Mintz, 

“Members of Bitanya 

Ilit”, Pangs of Youth: The 

Shomer Movement, 1911–1921 

(Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 

1995), p. 418 (in Hebrew).

gave the youth something to be interested in. That is how the 

Hashomer Hatzair organization arose in Bobrka, a vibrant, lively 

organization. The youth were born again, as it were. […] What 

he brought with him was not only experience; he also evidently 

brought a lot of organizing ability, and most of all he brought 

a powerful will to create something – and he also found fertile 

ground for his actions.16

In his activities, Allweil emphasized values of solidarity, mutual 

aid, and ethics. The members of the movement opened a community 

aid center that distributed food and drink to the many who were 

needy after the war, and made food deliveries to homes of old people 

who were unable to reach the aid center. The movement collected 

information about sick people, and “Shomrim set out on sleds to 

collect firewood for the needy”.17 Mordechai Geller, a rabbi’s son 

who became one of Allweil’s “educands” (hanikhim), described him 

as “a star that stepped through the sky of our town’s young people’s 

lives. All of us hung on his every word, to us he was a teacher, an 

educator, and a preceptor”, and stressed that “personal example 

was his guiding light, and it was this that brought him marvelous 

educational achievements”.

Many of Allweil’s “educands” made “aliyah” in three separate 

waves (1920): more than forty of them from Bobroysk and its 

environs, a considerable number when one takes into account that 

the estimated total number of members of Hashomer Hatzair in 

Palestine at that time was about 300.18 Allweil’s leadership was based 

on feelings of trust on the part of his comrades, who recognized 

his qualities of leadership, reliability, and ability to take calculated 

decisions at crucial times. Rachel Harad, a member of Bitanya and 

later of Kibbutz Ramat Yohanan, recounted an anecdote that in 

its way illustrates Allweil’s social conscience. When beds arrived 

at Bitanya Ilit (until then the members had slept under the open 

sky), each of the young men hurried to take a bed for himself – but 

Allweil objected. He struck an iron bar with a stone (this was the 

customary way to call members together in Bitanya), and castigated 

them: “Aren’t you ashamed of yourselves? We’ve come to the Land, 

we thought we’d live a life of sharing and justice. Who of us thought 
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19 / Ora Armoni, “In 

Bitanya, Under Yaari’s Open 

Eye”, Hakibbutz, 20 April 

1994, pp. 6–8 (in Hebrew).

20 / Halamish, Meir Yaari, 

see n. 5 above, p. 24.

21 / See David Zayit, The 

Dreamer and the Realizer: 

Chapters of the Life of 

Mordechai Shenhavi, Part 

One (Kibbutz Dalia: Yad 

Yaari, 2006) (in Hebrew). 

22 / For Allweil’s address 

at the Tarnow conference 

(August 1919), see Mintz, 

n. 18 above, pp. 158–159. It 

should be noted that David 

Horowitz objected to the 

idea of the Shomer colony.

23 / See Mintz, n. 18 above, 

p. 248.

that a person would look after his own needs first? We have to give 

the beds to the girls and to the ill”.19 But this is only a small part of the 

story. It seems that Bitanya Ilit was to a large extent the realization 

of a vision that Allweil was one of the first to articulate and promote 

and struggle for against opponents in the movement, a vision for 

which he had collaborated with Yaari already in Europe in order to 

create conditions for its realization.

Allweil and Yaari met one another in Vienna, when they were 

both in the “Nesher” group, one of the two groups of Tzeire Tzion 

in Vienna that later united with the Hashomer organization.20 The 

Nesher group had a moral and intellectual commitment to the 

Jewish people and to the world, and to searching for solutions to 

reform society – an orientation that was characteristic of Allweil 

and Yaari and other members of the group, such as David Horowitz. 

Already in 1919 Allweil, then a member of the movement’s executive, 

proposed an organization of pioneers that would aim to establish a 

colony of Shomrim in Palestine that would become an educational 

and ideological center for the entire movement. He and Yaari tried 

to promote the idea together, and Yaari wrote about it to Mordechai 

Shenhavi, one of the movement’s leaders who was already in 

Palestine,21 a few years before they themselves migrated there. But it 

seems that Shenhavi had reservations about the intent to establish 

an autonomous Shomer entity, and preferred to bring Hashomer 

Hatzair closer to the Hapoel Hatzair [“the Young Worker”] movement 

(one needs to take into account the fact that at that time very few 

members of Hashomer Hatzair had arrived in the country). The 

idea of a Shomer colony started taking on various forms. Yaari even 

formulated it as “a special grouping (kibbutz) for a strong, free life”. 

The conference in Tarnow supported Allweil’s plan with a resolution 

to raise funds and to establish the “Fund for a Shomer Colony in 

the Land of Israel”.22 Allweil arrived in Palestine in 1920 with a tidy 

sum that had been raised by this fund. It is no coincidence that Yaari 

joined Allweil at Bitanya Ilit, for the idea that they had worked on 

together for some time had actually taken shape (in one version or 

another) in this utopian settlement.23

Despite the difficulties and the conditions of intimacy on the 

“mountain”, the star-studded sky and the exciting sense of uniqueness 



1924 / The Zionist Herbert 

Samuel was appointed 

British High Commissioner 

on 1 June 1920, and 

immediately began initiating 

public works financed by 

the Mandate government, 

thus supplying work to the 

pioneers who had come 

to an economy that lacked 

industry and other sources 

of employment. But in 

1921 most of the public 

works were halted, and the 

pioneers (like the entire 

Yishuv) suffered harsh 

unemployment.

25 / See Yaari’s description 

of the crowdedness, the 

mechanicality and the din: 

Meir Yaari, “A Letter from 

Bitanya to the Diaspora” 

(1920), Kehiliyateinu, n. 1 

above, p. 272.

26 / Some were pushed 

aside – for example, David 

Horowitz, who after some 

time also began to oppose 

Yaari. According to Yedidiah 

Shoham, Horowitz found it 

hard to gain the trust of the 

group; see n. 5 above.

27 / See Shoham, n. 5 above. 

Allweil belonged to the 

inner circle at Bitanya, 

which was identified with 

Yaari. Some 25 years later 

Allweil wondered (so 

Shoham writes) “whether 

that temperament [Yaari’s] 

was artificial or came 

from the heart”, and 

also wondered about his 

relationship with Yaari in 

the past – but it seems that 

this is the nature of the 

retrospective gaze, which 

were a perfect background for Yaari’s joining Bitanya Ilit and for his 

activities there. The ascent to Bitanya created the special conditions 

to unite the group, in contrast to the groups that worked on the 

roads and the other mobilizations for casual labor,24 who suffered 

from organizational difficulties and found it hard to preserve a fresh 

formulation of the vision of communality that guided them.25 When 

Yaari joined Bitanya, the intellectual and ideological tension rose, 

and the balance in the group changed.26 Yedidiah Shoham described 

a good relationship between Allweil and Yaari, and added that what 

contributed to this was that they were “absolutely different types” 

who complemented one another. The two of them, Allweil and Yaari, 

were the center of the group, but Allweil was “the practical person, 

the executor”, while Yaari was graced with the “charm of a more 

mature person, quite exceptional”.27 “More mature” meant three 

years older, four at the most, but the disparity was greater because 

of the First World War, in which Yaari took part as an officer in the 

Austrian army, while his younger comrades experienced the horrors 

of the war as civilians or refugees. Yaari’s influence, Shoham adds, 

was great “as a spiritual leader” – but Allweil’s leadership too was 

preserved in its own bounds. Indeed it was Allweil (and not Yaari, 

the ex-officer), who took care of security matters and negotiations 

with the authorities. He always carried an English rifle, the only one 

in the settlement – a weapon that in that period was associated with 

leadership status, both within the settlement and outside it. In the 

documentation of the history of Hashomer Hatzair the figure of 

Allweil has been largely ignored,28 but his leading status is attested 

to by the fact that he was chosen to represent the movement at the 

Histadrut conference in 1920.29

Among his comrades Allweil was also known as someone who 

liked to paint, or simply as a painter, even before he started studying 

art in any formal framework. The earliest evidence about his art 

appears in a description of the journey to Palestine written by one 

of the two hundred or so who made the journey together – the poet 

Anda Amir (later Finkerfeld). In 1920 the group spent 22 days on the 

deck of the rickety ship S.S. Carniolia, which sailed from Trieste to 

Haifa making stops at numerous ports on the way. The comrades 

“rolled about” on the deck without any fixed place to sleep, but “our 



20 adopts changing stances, 

and in this case extreme 

(even polar) changes had 

taken place in the world-

views of these two people. It 

should be noted that as far 

as possible I have avoided 

relying on utterances by 

David Horowitz, because 

of inner contradictions and 

the difficulty of verifying the 

information he passed on.

28 / In Elkana Margalit’s 

constitutive book on 

the Hashomer Hatzair 

movement Allweil is 

mentioned only once, not 

in the text itself but in a 

footnote (the first one, 

however) in which the 

founders of the movement 

in Palestine are named, 

In another footnote, 

referring to a report from 

the Hashomer Hatzair 

movement in Galicia, 

the initials A.A. appear, 

but the author does not 

connect them with Allweil; 

see Margalit, n. 2. above, 

p. 307, n. 1; p. 310, n. 16. 

Mintz (see n. 18 above) has 

several references to Allweil 

(documents and remarks), 

which may be followed in 

his index.

29 / Shoham (n. 5 above) 

mentions this fact and adds: 

“and not David Horowitz”.

30 / Anda Amir, “In the 

Margins: The Aliyah, 1920, 

on the S.S. Carniolia”, Davar, 

10 July 1968 (in Hebrew); all 

quotations of Anda Amir 

from here on are from this 

source.

spirits were high, we sang and danced during the day and at night as 

well”.30 This was a large group of movement members making aliyah 

to the Land of Israel, and it included members of Hashomer Hatzair’s 

chief executive.31 Amir describes Allweil as “the head of the group of 

shoemakers from Bobrka, six in number, who with clear intent have 

trained themselves in the craft of shoemaking, as pioneers”.32 On 

this journey Allweil showed Anda Amir a painting he had done for 

an event on deck, depicting a young man “tearing iron cables with 

his brave hands”. Amir remembered the painting clearly even fifty 

years later, although she had not seen it again in Allweil’s exhibitions, 

which she continued to attend faithfully.

The youthful painting that Anda Amir-Finkerfeld described 

may bring to mind Socialist Realism – but in actuality it had no 

connection to Soviet Russia. It is typical of the spirit of painting in 

the Hashomer Hatzair movement in Galicia, which was inspired by 

the grand figures of Hebrew and world history, and of the culture 

of Hashomer Hatzair in general, which had crystallized after being 

inspired by Martin Buber. Figures that activate liberation movements 

of peoples and promote action for justice and moral values always 

stirred and aroused Allweil, and even when he later took a completely 

different orientation in his art, they always remained a vital part of 

his complex work.

The concept of “liberation” in the painting that Amir remembered 

has profound meanings in Allweil’s environs, meanings that go 

beyond simplistic ideologism. “I see before me the man who smashes 

the walls that generations have put up between spirit and flesh and 

between logic and libido”, Yaari wrote in 1920.33 In his mature work, 

and particularly in the linoleum works, Allweil would charge these 

exemplary figures with the ambience of the time and create original 

works that were not infrequently subjects of dispute in the arena of 

Israeli modernist art, which characteristically did not favor figurative 

art or social messages that deal with contemporary events.



2131 / The group arrived 

in Palestine on 12 July 

1920, and a notice of their 

arrival (including a list of 

the arrivals’ names) was 

published in the Hapoel 

Hatzair organ, no. 38–39, 

that year.

32 / On the group of 

shoemakers that Allweil 

formed in his parents’ home 

in Bobroysk, see In Memory, 

note 16 above, p. 72; on 

the same page there is a 

photograph of Allweil and 

two members of the group, 

David Katz and Shimon 

Breitfeld. Anda Amir added 

that one of that group of 

shoemakers later became 

a professor of botany at 

the Hebrew University 

in Jerusalem (Professor 

Zehavi).

33 / Meir Yaari, “From the 

Ferment”, Kehiliyateinu, n. 1 

above, p. 269.

34 / Shoham (n. 5 above) 

notes that Ofer was “a 

personality”, and mentions 

an event that was evidently 

well known: “When there 

was fire in Bobrka he 

displayed courage and 

risked his life, so much so 

that people around him 

marveled”.

35 / From Arieh Allweil’s 

“Autobiographical Remarks” 

(in Hebrew) , which 

were published, with 

slight variations, in two 

publications: An Allweil 

Album (Tel Aviv: Sinai, 1956), 

pp. 78–80; and In Memory 

of the Community of Bobrka, 

n. 16 above.

Memorial

A few weeks after his arrival in Palestine, already in Bitanya, Allweil 

devoted himself to his first difficult task as an artist in the Land of 

Israel: to design a stone tombstone for his close friend, Dov Ofer, the 

group’s first casualty. Ofer and Allweil had come a long way together, 

and had been together in training and in the movement leadership 

(Ofer was a member of the executive council). The disaster of his 

being murdered by a Bedouin horseman while on his way to Tiberias 

on a mission from Allweil was a shock for the young comrades and 

caused a first confrontation with the cutting blow of death, which 

had at one stroke ended the life of a comrade who was known for 

his bravery and resourcefulness.34 For Allweil this was a trauma that 

he never shook off. Dov Ofer had acceded to his request and set out 

to a meeting in Tiberias instead of him, armed with a revolver that 

didn’t work. The nagging thought that his comrade had been killed 

instead of him, and that his death might have been prevented had 

he gone himself, armed with his reliable English rifle, gave him no 

rest. In autobiographical remarks that he wrote years later, a kind 

of introduction to an album of his paintings, he related to this 

constitutive event in his life, and the shock still reverberates in his 

marvelously concise wording. Evidently the long hours of solitude he 

spent as a night watchman on the mountain did not make him forget 

the harsh images: “My good friend Dov Ofer went to Tiberias instead 

of me and never came back; we found him bleeding from a bandit’s 

bullet (I painted a tombstone for him and for another comrade at the 

cemetery in Kinneret). At night we would take turns as watchmen. 

A lone man with a rifle in his hand at night is with himself more 

than in any other situation of solitude”.35 Added to the shock of the 

murder was the sense of humiliation, of guilt, and of embarrassment 

at the disorderly burial by the inexperienced comrades. The pit was 

not dug deep enough, jackals messed up the grave, and two days later 

the members had to bury Ofer’s corpse again.36

Allweil was already known for “trying his hand” at painting,37 

otherwise the difficult task of designing the tombstone would not 

have been given to him. His design was marked with a simplicity that 

was rich in contrasts. The format was traditional – an oblong stone 
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Bitaniya Landscape (from The Anonymous Jew), 1939, linocut

Here is Buried Dov Ofer (from The Anonymous Jew), 1939, linocut



2336 / Muki Tzur, with Eli 

Schiller and Rami Nissan, 

“The Cemetery in Kinneret”, 

Ariel 135–136 (March 1999), 

95.

37 / See Shoham, n. 5 above.

38 / The introduction to the 

book Yizkor (1911, ed. Elitzur 

Shazar) was written by Berl 

Katznelson; see Pamphlet 29 

(February–March 1920); see 

also Yonatan Frenkel, “The 

Book Yizkor from 1911: A 

Remark on National Myths 

in the Period of the Second 

Aliyah”, Yahadut Zmaneinu 4 

(1988), 67–96 (in Hebrew).

39 / The test was written by 

A. Tzioni, and it concludes 

thus: “In a place where 

people stand silent, the 

stones and the plants speak. 

And those who understand 

the secret of the plants 

hear in them a different 

language – the language of 

souls”; see To the Shore: 32 

Paintings by Arieh Allweil, 

with a Foreword by Max 

Brod and literary excerpts 

edited by A. Rosenzweig 

(Tel Aviv: Yavneh, 1944) 

(in Hebrew), printed from 

original linoleum plates.

panel – and the Hebrew letters on it also responded to the tradition, 

while the information and the aesthetics combined into a single unit. 

At first glance the tombstone has a formal character. The emblem 

at its head, in a heraldic structure, brings to mind tombstones of 

soldiers fallen in battle, and the military design of the movement’s 

emblem emphasizes its parade-like character. A second glance brings 

out the more subjective dimension, which is expressed, for example, 

in the design of the letters. In contexts of death it is customary to be 

meticulous about preserving forms of commemoration, ceremonies, 

customs, tradition, and on Hebrew tombstones it is customary to 

design letters that are square, rhythmic, clearly legible. Here the 

letters are styled in a round, personal cursive, as though rising up 

against the framework and giving themselves a freedom to deviate 

from the regular format and rhythm, with one letter leaning on 

the next. The inscription on the tombstone, too, has a subjective, 

personal character, and does not follow the traditional custom, 

which sums up a capsule of information in a conventional form: 

Here is buried, a name, the father’s and mother’s name, the year of 

birth, the year of death. In contrast to this, the short inscription on 

the tombstone, as if wanting to engrave there a Job-like message, says 

only this: “Our brother Dov Ofer was murdered”. And in the second 

line, the date, and a signature: “The Shomrim”. The inscription on 

the tombstone runs across its width, horizontally, not vertically as is 

the custom, a kind of floating inscription rather than a heavy stone 

tombstone whose weight pulls downward to seal the grave. The 

frame with its hewed curling edges suggests a parchment or a print 

on paper. It seems that more than just wanting to design a tombstone, 

Allweil designed a memorial for a fallen comrade whom he wanted 

to turn into a symbol. Over the inscription hovers the spirit of the 

book Yizkor, which was published in memory of the Shomrim and 

the workers who fell in Palestine (1911), was translated into German 

by Martin Buber (1913), and became an inspiration for changing the 

name “Society of Scouts” to “Hashomer”.38

Years later Allweil mentioned Dov Ofer and his tombstone in 

his book The Anonymous Jew / To the Shore (1939/1944), beside a text 

devoted to the fallen heroes.39 In this book, one of a series of books 

of linocuts, Allweil proposed an original interpretation of a genre 



24 that was quite prevalent in that period, the story of “the anonymous 

pioneer” – a generic plot about a pioneer who leaves his parents’ 

home in the Diaspora, devotes himself to the task of settling and 

defending the Land of Israel, and falls while “on duty”40 – which he 

shaped in pictures, using a familiar and identifiable iconography. 

In the picture discussed here Allweil depicted a view of Bitanya (as 

it had taken shape for some time in his works), with a lopped tree 

trunk in the foreground and behind it a memorial mound of stone, 

at the center of which is a broad stone panel with the Hebrew letters 

P.N. [initials of the Hebrew words for “Here lies” (literally, “Here is 

buried”) (Tr.)] engraved on it. This is a large memorial mound; its face 

almost covers the silhouette of the mountain behind it, the Bitanya 

Ilit ridge; equally emphasized is the restless sky.

In a column next to it appears the text on the fallen, which opens 

with an enlarged initial letter in the traditional way, its form like that 

of a vertical oblong tombstone. The square letter thus turns into a 

tombstone, on which square letters are written in traditional form: 

“P.N. Dov Ofer”.41 From here on the square Hebrew letter in Allweil’s 

work is a memorial, a memory as well as a figure, as it was in his work 

from the ’30s on: a figure/letter as a conceptual/emotional/formal 

link that connects a chain of past to present experience with its face 

toward the future.

Scorpion

The shock of Dov Ofer’s death did not paralyze Allweil. On the 

contrary, perhaps: he was constantly engaged in Bitanya matters, and 

it’s likely that the time and its demands did not leave much breathing 

space to process the shock, the pain, the mourning and the guilt 

feelings. A month later, the arrival of Meir Yaari and the instituting 

of the new trend of those famous conversations opened a way of 

confronting the complexity of the psyche of both the individual and 

the group. Another painting by Allweil, one that has not survived, 

attested to this new spirit: this was a large painting of a scorpion, 

which was painted on a wall in Bitanya, on Yaari’s initiative.42At the 

site the members came to, there stood one solid building which served 

40 / See, e.g., P.K. Hoenich, 

The Anonymous Pioneer: 

A Life Path in Ten Pictures 

(1938), unbound linocuts. 

On the first page there is a 

text on a black background: 

“What I saw with my eyes 

and felt in my heart, the 

figures of the anonymous 

pioneer, I shall engrave on 

these plates” (in Hebrew).

41 / Keshet, “From Bitanya 

to Vienna and Back” (n. 10 

above, p. 81) notes that in 

Yehuda Yaari’s novel As Light 

Illuminates (1981), which was 

inspired by Bitanya, there 

is a story about the murder 

of a member named Zeev, 

which may be based on the 

story about Ofer having 

been murdered. 

42 / See Shoham, n. 5 above.



25principally as a storeroom for tools and materials; a second building 

– a two-roomed hut – was built in the winter of 1920, and it’s likely 

that Allweil painted the mural on one of its walls. The silhouette of 

this hut was a significant marker in the iconography of the Bitanya 

landscape that took shape in his paintings – but a scorpion, it must 

be admitted, is a somewhat surprising subject in the contexts of the 

place and the time. Rather than something from the repertoire of 

customary subjects – a circle of dancers, or a coronet of wheat and 

a sickle – the scorpion was chosen as a background for the place of 

the group gathering, to ornament a wall in a desolate mountainous 

region that called for rock clearing and extermination of snakes, 

scorpions and other scourges that threatened the members’ lives.

Yet the scorpion was a good symbol of the group process that was 

distinctive to Bitanya Ilit. As a symbol, the scorpion connoted a 

confrontation with routes hidden from view, and gave expression to 

a dual journey: development of the psyche and the building of a new 

communal life, both of which were bound up with one another. As 

a familiar, cross-cultural archetype, the scorpion carries a message 

of processuality in the profound sense, and as such it connects 

with other works by Allweil, like the tombstone of Natan Ikar at 

the cemetery in Kinneret, and the enigmatic Gray Tura series. A 

second glance at Allweil’s print Bitanya Landscape from 1939 may also 

identify the shape of a scorpion in the sky – a dynamic iconographic 

sky, its lines weaving into serpentine projections like open pincers, 

which in their movement bridge the distance between the mountain 

in the background and the space in the foreground, the plane of the 

viewer, the plane of the subject, the painter.

In the old-new communal brotherhood in Bitanya, confrontation 

with the “self” was seen as a condition for open, fruitful and free 

relations –the individual and the group radiating upon and defining 

one another. Allweil did not speak much in these conversations, but 

there is no doubt that he underwent a process of inner development 

there, which found expression in works that he created in Bitanya 

and afterwards, and led to a decision in a conflict that distressed 

him. Allweil sought a way to resolve the duality of being a leader and 

a painter at the same time, of working with a group and creating 

alone. In Bitanya this dilemma was legitimate, and the question 
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43 An Allweil Album, n. 35 

above, p. 80; see also the 

use of this expression in 

Shoham, n. 5 above.

44 / This is according to the 

testimony of Yaari himself. 

Some researchers relate to 

this with skepticism, but 

I have found no reason to 

doubt it.

45 / In the teachings of 

Gustav Wyneken, the father 

of “youth culture”, eros is 

the educational force that 

attracts to what is worthy 

and meaningful.

46 / Levi Dror and Israel 

Rosenzweig, eds. The Book 

of Hashomer Hatzair, vol. 

1: The Movement from Its 

Beginnings to After the Ghetto 

Revolts, 1913–1945 (Tel Aviv: 

Sifriyat Poalim, 1956), p. 126 

(in Hebrew).

of creation in a group engaged the members. In conversations 

one would sometimes hear the expression “He’s gone to look for 

his shadow”, and in the autobiographical remarks that Allweil 

placed as an introduction to an album of his works he too used the 

expression: “During those night I saw my future as a painter, and 

went ‘to look for my shadow’. I ‘descended’ to the Diaspora again”.43 

This expression echoes the ideas of psychoanalysis, and by no 

coincidence. It should be noted that Meir Yaari, before his ‘ascent’ 

to the Land of Israel, attended lectures by Freud in Vienna, and the 

Freudian theory of depths became assimilated into his thought and, 

in a certain version, seeped into the conversations in Bitanya, though 

not in a framework of analyst and analysand, but as a making-known 

of “selves” together.44

The scorpion symbolizes creation and the examination of the 

“self” – with all its obscure corners or shadows that were discussed 

in the conversations in Bitanya. The scorpion symbolizes abysses and 

depths, libido and creativity – willingness to shed defenses (shedding 

its skin is a stage in the scorpion’s life cycle) and to expose oneself to 

vulnerability and loss of control, which are essential for the process 

of growth. The scorpion represents primal, collective forces, eros45– 

terms that were absent from the discourse of the “small group” 

(kvutzah ktanah) of the early days of the kibbutz movement, and 

also, later, from the discourse of the “large group” (kvutzah gdolah), 

but that pulsed through the conversations in Bitanya Ilit. “Our 

beginning is the broad erotic aspiration for a blending of the psyches 

of brothers who learn together, who together dream the dream of the 

sublime future and aspire to realize it together” – this was written in 

the “Ideological Declaration of the World Conference of Hashomer 

Hatzair”.46 The power of self-renewal and change symbolized by 

the scorpion was like clay in the hands of the young creators, who 

were confronting a far-from-small challenge: that of building a truly 

new form of communal life, a form without precedent among the 

cooperative forms in the country.
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47 / Tzur, n. 8 above, p. 20.The Tombstone of Natan Ikar

The symbolism of the scorpion, as described above, is echoed in 

another work that Allweil created in Bitanya Ilit, one which – like 

the tombstone of Dov Ofer – was also dedicated to the memory of 

a pioneer who died in the prime of his life. There is no doubt that 

during the Bitanya period a dramatic turning point occurred in 

Allweil’s art, and found expression in a creative freedom, but once 

again it seems that something doomed it to the abyss of oblivion. 

Like Yaari’s dream, Allweil’s painting A Dream, and perhaps also the 

Muki Tzur, from “The Gray Mountain”

This was a group that saw itself as an elite group on the 

background of the decline of the public spirit, a kind of select 

remnant. It sought creative freedom and love, not for itself 

alone but in order to bring about accelerated social reform. The 

conditions it worked in were difficult: no roof, no clothing, no 

food. Attention to the spiritual needs of its members, needs it 

could not really satisfy, was its principal concern. The Bitanya 

Ilit group believed in a self-realization that overcomes the 

limitations of history and realia. Openness to the imagination, 

absorption in what has not yet been created, in the primal, the 

amorphous, in what has not yet been smashed by everyday life – 

with the aid of all these, its members believed, they would find 

the new horizons. The members of the group believed that the 

covenant of comradeship they had sworn with one another in 

order to live a life of sharing, and the inter-personal sincerity 

within the circle of the clan, would give them the strength 

to overcome and to work in the too-cramped freedom, and 

would help them preserve their “togetherness” – despite the 

nervousness, the tiredness, and the homesickness these good 

children often felt. But the major problem that was evident in 

their lives was how to withstand the tension between the need 

to create the new and the exhausting toil, all this within a rich 

spiritual world that was full of contradictions.47
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The Tombstone of Nathan Ikar, 1920
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48 / Muki Tzur discovered 

the inscription, and Dina 

Craft from New Zealand, 

the granddaughter of Natan 

Ikar’s sister, discovered 

the painting in 1991; see 

Yael Hen, “The Grave”, 

Maariv, 10 August 1992; 

Muki Tzur, “The Devil in 

the Cemetery”, Hakibbutz, 

5 November 1998; also the 

blog of Oded Israeli, http://

israelitombstones.blogspot.

co.il/2010/09/blog-post_16.

html (all texts in Hebrew)

49 / See the death notice in 

Hapoel Hatzair, November 

1920; also mentioned in 

Israeli’s blog, n. 48 above. 

50 / Natan Ikar’s original 

name was Ernst Polak. He 

was the same age as Allweil, 

and was born in Salzburg, 

to a family not of farmers 

but of the cultured upper 

bourgeoisie (authors and 

intellectuals used to visit the 

family home, who owned 

Mozart’s house in that city).

Gray Tura series, the “shelving” was temporary: Allweil’s engraving 

on Natan Ikar’s tombstone was rediscovered in 1991, 70 years after it 

was erected at the cemetery in Kinneret, by a relative of the deceased 

who had been brought up in New Zealand with the myth of the 

idealistic Zionist sacrifice of her grandmother’s young brother, who 

in Palestine had been known as Natan Ikar.48

The tombstone that Allweil designed commemorated the young 

pioneer with these words: “Natan / Ikar / Committed suicide on 5 

Kislev 5681 [16 November 1920] / His comrades”. Natan Ikar, who 

arrived in Palestine from Austria as a lone pioneer (not as a member 

of a pioneering movement) in April 1920, was an idealist intellectual 

who wanted to participate in the creation of a better world – but the 

tough working conditions and the effects of an illness he contracted 

overwhelmed him, and he put an end to his life on the date above, 

aged 19.49 Allweil planned the tombstone so that most of its area 

would be bare. The drawing engraved on it is centered in the upper 

part and slides to the left corner, so that the text is pushed down to 

below the drawing, and seems to have no breathing room left. The 

deceased’s name has vowel signs under the dancing and picturesque 

block letters: “Natan” in one line, and “Ikar” in the next. This format, 

which does not link the proper name and surname in the one line, 

emphasizes the two characteristics of identity in the pioneer’s 

figure: “Natan” – an allusion to “Nathan the Wise”, the Jewish sage 

who is the hero of the play by Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, a major 

representative of the German Enlightenment; “Ikar” [the Hebrew 

word for “farmer”], expressing a wish to return to nature and to till 

the soil.50 Allweil compressed the details about the date and cause 

of his death into interwoven cursive letters, like a creeper plant in 

an Art Nouveau style. The text, which is difficult to read, has vowel 

signs, and the drawing that spreads above it is strange and enigmatic, 

very far from what one might expect in a work on a tombstone. The 

drawing spreads over the central and the upper part of the stone in 

a meandering line, out of which the figure of a visionary creature 

seems to emerge. Only details of its face – eyes, nose and mouth – 

are emphasized in black, blending a dread of death in the open and 

empty eye holes with a strong and sensual life force of creativity and 

imagination. The flashes of lines and forms that cohere into a kind 
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51 / Tzur, “The Gray 

Mountain”, see n. 8 above.

of winged insect or long-bodied bird, blend the animate, the vegetal, 

and the inanimate. Muki Tzur described the tombstone thus: “On 

the tombstone’s crown there appears the mosquito of despair, which 

appears in the literature of the period as pecking at the feverish 

brains of the pioneers. The mosquito’s wings are broken. Around are 

lightning flashes and an atonement rooster, and all this combines 

into a twisted figure and a tormented face in which black eyes gape 

open like deep pits. The face is horned, like the devil’s face”.51

Allweil probably did the drawing on paper, and the engraving 

on the stone was done by a craftsman whose name is noted on the 

tombstone: Zvi Segal, Jaffa (this name is noted on other tombstones 

in the Kinneret cemetery as well). It may be assumed that sums of 

money that were transferred to Natan Ikar’s account by his wealthy 

family covered the cost of the work on this complex tombstone.

Allweil’s daughter recounts that when she visited the cemetery in 

Kinneret with him, years ago, he pointed to Dov Ofer’s tombstone, 

shared with her his distressing memory of his comrade who had been 

murdered, mentioned the other tombstone he had designed there, 

but was unable to find it. A rumor had gone around that farmers 

from Kinneret had vandalized the tombstone and it’s even possible 

that members of Kibbutz Kinneret, too, preferred to keep it hidden. 

Could it be that some dark story is concealed behind Natan Ikar’s 

tragic death?

That is what Dan Chamizer thought. During a family visit to New 

Zealand, Chamizer, a relative of Ikar’s (his grandmother was Ikar’s 

sister), discovered the ten last letters Ikar had sent. The letters had 

been kept through all the travails experienced by the family when 

they escaped from Austria to Yugoslavia and Italy and finally to New 

Zealand, where they found a new home. The son of the sister too 

had grown up with the myth of his pioneering uncle, and was given 

his name, Ernst Polak. Even before the tombstone was discovered in 

the early ’90s, Chamizer suspected that the mystery of Natan Ikar’s 

suicide concealed more than distress or feeble-mindedness due to 

the difficult conditions and the malaria: “I felt there was a very dark 

secret, and that Natan Ikar was the victim of that secret”, Chamizer 

said. He had a shock when the drawing was exposed: “The 19-year-

old lad was sacrificed on the altar of this hard, pressurizing group”, 
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Ora Armoni, “Yaari Threw 

Him Out of the Room”, 
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54 / Chamizer, see n. 52 

above.

he said to a journalist, suspecting that the mention of the suicide on 

the tombstone (highly uncustomary in a Jewish cemetery) and the 

effort devoted to the drawing attest to “an attempt to atone for a 

terrible injustice that was done to him”.52

Chamizer blamed Meir Yaari and the conversations in Bitanya 

for Natan Ikar’s death. Yaari, however, claimed that he did not know 

anyone by that name, and also hadn’t heard of the case of suicide 

in Bitanya Ilit that was associated with this name. In fact, Natan 

Ikar was not a member of Bitanya, and did not participate in those 

conversations that were in essence aimed at constituting a basis for 

relations of trust in the community, and it’s unreasonable to suppose 

that anyone who was not a member of the group would take part 

in them.53 During the last period of his life Natan Ikar was in the 

hospital in Safed, and it is certainly possible that Yaari, who joined the 

group at a relatively late stage, never met him. It’s also possible that 

Allweil himself didn’t really know him and was only asked to design 

the tombstone, on the assumption that he had become something 

of an expert at this. But a myth has a life of its own, and Chamizer 

did not accept Yaari’s claim: “In retrospect, it seems to me that 

everyone, including researchers of the period, have tried to ignore 

the secret, to suppress it. I believe that today, on the background 

of our understanding and the experience we’ve accumulated about 

cults and groups of this kind, Yaari would have been denounced as a 

dangerous guru who had no qualms about using dynamic, dangerous 

and destructive methods”.54

The inscription on the tombstone that Muki Tzur found was 

discovered first; when the rest of the tombstone was exposed, with 

the engraving of Allweil’s drawing, the tombstone was dubbed “the 

Devil’s tombstone”, and stories about devil-worship in Bitanya were 

associated with it. A song was even inspired by it. The opening line 

of the lyric, by Ariel Horovitz, is a question: “What is the story about 

the Devil’s tombstone in the cemetery by the lakeside?” Then comes 

the reply: “They say the eyes are the eyes of Meir Yaari, who wanted 

to create man from the Beginning” – in the daytime – hard labor; 

in the evening, “Talks until the soul’s exhausted and free love in 

Bitanya”. The song ends with a description of Arieh Allweil, without 

naming him: “There was one there with the soul of an artist, and he 
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went down to the shore of the Kinneret at night and drew the Devil’s 

tombstone of Bitanya in your honor”.55 A short narrative film has 

even been inspired by the tombstone. Titled Did it Happen or Was It 

a Dream, it connects the myth with a story of maturation, and mixes 

a contemporary membership in a satanic cult with flashbacks to the 

past and to what happened to Natan Ikar.56

An old tombstone may be overlooked, especially in a cemetery 

that was not planned, where inhabitants of the region, refugees from 

the First World War, and some well-known people were buried, 

and not a few graves remained hidden for lack of identifying details 

because no-one there knew them. Graves continued to be added to 

the cemetery in Kinneret without any planning for decades; it was 

only in the 1950s that the place began to be looked after properly, with 

repair of tombstones and detailed planning.57 It happens, then, that 

a tombstone gets buried under layers of dust and sticky sediment; 

but even when it’s exposed, its mysteries are not solved: What is the 

meaning of Allweil’s drawing? Does the tombstone’s unique design 

have an affinity with Natan Ikar’s inner world, or the circumstances 

of his death? Is it possible that their meaning actually stems from the 

world of the artist, the creator of the tombstone?

In his letters, Natan Ikar described his life in Palestine, at first 

with enthusiasm; later he expressed mental and financial distress. He 

fell ill and was hospitalized in Safed for a third time, and it seems that 

the ramifications of the illness were severe.58 His last letter was to a 

rabbi in Austria, and in it he states that no other person is responsible 

for his fate, and that what he is going to do has to do only with his 

own struggles with himself: “it’s all within”.

Two and a half months passed between the murder of Dov 

Ofer (late August) and Natan Ikar’s suicide (mid-November), and 

in this brief period some far-reaching changes occurred in Allweil’s 

expression, and also in the code of discourse that was legitimate in 

the group, which was already capable of containing an extraordinary, 

hallucinatory and fantastic design of this kind for a pioneer’s 

tombstone. It is difficult to understand the place of this orientation 

in Allweil’s creative world without becoming acquainted with the 

special way of expression that took shape in Bitanya Ilit.
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59 / Shulamit [Hayut]. “Our 

Nights”, Kehiliyateinu, n. 1 

above, pp. 229–230.

Dreams

A text like Yaari’s dream is not congruous with the modes of 

communication that had become institutionalized in the Yishuv in 

the early ’20s – and even today it is not common practice for a leader 

to share a dream that exposes an inner world of fears, excitement 

and helplessness, not only with another person but in a publication 

distributed among the comrades. The intimate and vulnerable 

dimension in the exposing of the dream presumes relations of trust 

and spiritual partnership. In the history of collective settlement there 

has not been another group that allowed itself to take such risks with 

the power of a dream, and it is no coincidence that in this period 

Allweil’s power of expression grew stronger, nourished by the unseen 

paths of the worlds of dreams. The Kehiliyateinu anthology represents 

this well, and Yaari contributed a text to it that discusses questions of 

the “way”, and refrains from the language of leaders who invoke an 

ideological “supra-temporality”. Yaari chose a different and original 

type of expression: the form of a complex space comprising a dream 

recounted by the dreamer, a member of the group. The form of the 

dream brings the present time to the surface, worlds of the “self” put 

on multiple shapes, and looking backwards one can identify in this 

dream feelings that anticipate the future.

Nights of seeking a way from each person to his brothers – 

that’s what I’ll call these sacred nights, hours, long hours of 

confessions and listening. Some of us were gifted with the 

felicity of expression; others stammered; many were silent… And 

in the moments of stillness – a delicate stillness – it seemed to 

me that a spark burst out from everyone’s heart, and the sparks 

coupled together above into a single flame that penetrated into 

the heart of the sky, and it seemed to me that one great spirit 

moved silently and stamped the mark of a kiss on our foreheads, 

and the stamp of our talks would forever light up our brows: by 

it each of us would recognize our brothers until the end of our 

days. And I loved those nights more than any other nights – our 

nights of togetherness.59
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major part in it. Moreover, the quality of the dream, its wealth of 

imagery, expression and color, open a gate and a path to art, and 

would find expression in Allweil’s works in which inner worlds 

reverberate: the self-portrait that he painted (mentioned in the 

introduction to this essay), the Gray Tura series, and the daring and 

extraordinary tombstone of Natan Ikar (there is probably no other 

like it among the tombstones from that period in the entire country). 

The dream is important here because narrative alone is inadequate, 

while dream enables us to delve into a complex, unpaved experience 

that animates not only a place but also a dynamic and frequently 

changing presence of time. Here, then, is Meir Yaari’s dream:

That night I had a dream. In it I’m sitting under the North Star. 

I look again and it’s not the North Star but half a conch, with 

its inner side facing us. The conch is the size of a mountain. So 

where then is the North Star? Surely behind the conch, because 

a marvellous light is coming through the conch. Above, a pink 

phosphorescence with a flickering flash of pearl-gray. Below it, 

a purple-green, and at the very bottom, at the margins of the 

conch, a crimson-like hue. The lamp has a piercing glow, and a 

great excitement grips me. It seems to me that if I opened the 

lamp and released the inner flame that’s inside the earth from 

its prison, from its shell of earth, the earth’s lava would burst out 

and reach the conch, carrying me with it…

We’re sitting on the edge of the conch – I, Arieh, Milek, Shimek, 

Anna, Fudi. Our group, too, is filled with the radiance of this 

reflection. Above, incandescent pinks, interwoven into the gleam 

of the shell, several purple-green bodies in the center, and other 

bodies, and below that crimson-black, several hands and torn 

strips around us… What connects these hands, held out towards 

the center, circling-crawling, growing so tired in their crawling, 

to the center, to the center? Circle as they may, nonetheless 

they mark deep broken lines to the center. Arieh is the only one 

whose hands are not circling. With one leap in a straight line 

his clenched, muscular hand hangs in the center. His face is 

so tranquil and decisive. I didn’t see his face but I knew clearly 
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that it was his face, no one else’s. Such a clenched fist and such a 

movement towards the center. Yes, with a tranquil and decisive 

face. Suddenly – his hand becomes charred, slowly more and 

more charred, still clenched, and his face tranquil and decisive. 

Suddenly a terrible scream. Arieh awoke. He wailed in fear and 

in torment, so soft-heartedly, that’s how he screamed when he 

awoke. I wanted to hold him, but my hand trembled incessantly 

around the center, it couldn’t reach the center, nor could I help 

him. His eye stared at me, green with loathing, I couldn’t do 

anything else. I felt that I was on the brink of madness, I saved 

myself by waking up.60

The sense of excitement and empowerment on the high ridge that 

seemed to blend in with the star-studded sky was also described by 

other members: “We were high and free. Eagles’ nests became our 

symbol, and so, in our longings for sharing there were also longings 

for freedom, for a clan connected with cosmic feelings of individuals, 

and also yearnings to burst through the last barriers between 

people”.61 Yaari’s dream, too, opens with this sweeping anticipation 

of some mighty thing that is about to happen. Two foci radiate in the 

dream – the North Star and the gleaming conch, and very quickly the 

orienting northern light is contained in the containing “feminine” 

conch, and is connected with the image of the mountain. The dream 

evokes a possibility of a liberating movement upwards from the 

bowels of the earth, but such a movement is not realized, because 

the dreamer does not act and is not borne by a metaphor of birth. 

In the second paragraph of this dream tale, Yaari describes his 

inner circle, with the figure of Arieh Allweil within it. The comrades 

are sitting on the edge of the conch, in the gleam of the shell and the 

splendor of the colors of the rainbow: Yaari (the dreamer), Allweil, 

Milek (Shmuel Golan), Shimek (Shimon Wolf), Anna (soon to be 

Yaari’s wife) and Fudi (her brother). The turn is surprising: a tearing, 

broken lines, hands growing tired futilely reaching for the center; 

this perhaps echoes a letter from Meir Yaari’s brother, Moshe Wald, 

who – under the title “First and Foremost, Hands” (1918) opposed 

each of the Bitanya orientations to inner attentiveness and argued 

for practicality, productivity and building.62 The tension in the 
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relationship of the brothers would be symbolized (how tragic) by 

Meir Yaari’s later pretense that he was the author of the letter, and 

his adoption of its messages, which would afterwards be raised as the 

movement’s banner while giving up the dream of Bitanya Ilit – but all 

this lay in the future.63

The figure of Allweil conducts the drama to its climax: his hand 

is directed to the center, his face is “tranquil and decisive” – these 

adjectives are repeated in very close sequence. The nature of fire 

is that it causes a transformation while it threatens to annihilate. 

Allweil is not aware that his hand is getting charred, is not aware of 

the trauma as long as he’s borne up by the dream, and his awakening 

confronts those present with an unbearable threat and with terrible 

torment. Allweil has already awoken but Yaari is still dreaming, until 

Allweil’s eyes staring at him with loathing bring about the shock that 

wakens him.

In the next part of the dream, which is not quoted here, the clan 

is together again, but this time a campfire has taken the place of the 

light-giving conch. Here Yaari is both a participant and an interpreter, 

both inside and outside the scene. Some external power forces the 

clan to come together as a gang of criminals against fate, against the 

world order, in the spirit of Freud’s Totem and Taboo, which speaks 

of a group organizing for a patricide, a primal trauma at the base of 

human culture and consciousness and the inner-outer taboo. The 

individual, Jean-Luc Nancy notes, is born with a longing for a lost 

mythical community that in reality never existed. The concept of the 

individual fulfills the needs of modern society by balancing the myth 

of the “community” in the new terms of a rational “society”.64

The “large kvutzah”, the settlement form which would come into 

being only a few years later, would be based on different principles, 

and mainly on an atomistic division between the individual (viewed 

as autonomous) and the collective. The “large kvutzah” would bridge 

between the poles of individual/collective, community/society, 

village/city with the key concept “integral”, which has clear 

implications about the conception of the artist, of art and its place in 

society.65 The figure of the artist Haim Atar, a member of Kibbutz Ein 

Harod, aptly reflects the conception of the individual as an 

autonomous entity in a “large kvutzah”: Atar saw himself and was 
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seen by his comrades as first of all a “creative individual”, a person 

“obsessed with an idea” who zealously guarded the domain of the 

individual, as a person and as an artist. Throughout his life Atar 

painted “individuals” – portraits of his comrades, from the shoulders 

up, without any background, and refrained from depicting the 

collective in the building of his life. In contrast, from 1909 on the 

conception of the “small kvutzah” focused on founding a familial-

agricultural grouping, in which there was hardly a room for art or 

artists, or for spiritual sharing among its members. The spirit of 

Bitanya Ilit was different, as we’ve seen: there the focus of the 

relations between man and the world was not the individual in the 

fort of his essentialistic identity, sealed from the outset, but the 

concept of the dynamic “self”, which was all a matter of arriving and 

exposing – the concept of a Shomer colony that develops a network 

of spiritual partnerships in the world and in the country and proposes 

a new stance towards the world and man.66

If the conception underlying the “large kvutzah” engages with 

restoring the balance that has been upset in Western thought, in 

a vision that integrates the “community” with “society”, Yaari’s 

dream hints at a different proposal, one that is wholly centered on 

a liminal-dynamic identity and a simultaneous being of singularity 

and plurality, of inside and outside: beside the big chance and the 

sweeping sense of omnipotence, the sharp transitions in the dream 

represent the threat lurking at the gate. Thus the figure of Allweil 

represents torments – but at the same time it hints at unrealized 

creativity in the psyche of Yaari, who in his story of the dream 

displays an artist’s imaginative and expressive powers.67

A Dream is the title of a painting by Allweil, in the center of 

which he placed, on an angle, a painting within a painting, a self-

portrait. In Yaari’s dream Allweil wakes from his dream while Yaari 

goes on dreaming; here too a situation of overlapping states of 

existence is represented in a complex spatial structure, of being 

inside and outside, within the painting and outside it at one and the 

same time. In titling the work A Dream, Allweil did not say whether 

the dream was his own or whether it refracted scenes from Yaari’s 

dream. In the center of the painting, as at the climax of Yaari’s dream, 

Allweil’s face is depicted as “tranquil and decisive”; his eyes are 
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A Dream, early 1920s, oil on cardboard, 27.5×26
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green and their gaze is intense. His portrait looks stormy, burning 

in the redness of the hair, in the psyche’s landscape of the home, 

which is spectacular and profound. Further contemplation reveals 

an additional horizon in Allweil’s A Dream. One’s eyes are drawn to 

what stands in the background to the right: a small hill with gray sky 

above it, brush strokes like clouds that are stretched or poured like a 

mist. This brings to mind another painting by Allweil, in which the 

colors and the brushstrokes are identical but conversely to the self-

portrait, which is reflected as though in a mirror: the oil painting 

Bitanya Landscape, where these are the colors and the sky.68 It was 

this sky, Allweil attested, that moved him to set out to study painting 

and become a painter: “With morning the landscape clears. Brown 

clumps of plowing, and in the furrows young green sprouting. Mists, 

white veils, gray, blue, purple, rise from all the wadis. The clouds 

above the Golan have a touch of pink and orange and everything’s 

interwoven with very many blues. During those nights I saw myself 

as a painter, and I went to ‘look for my shadow’. I descended to the 

Diaspora again”.69

Every nation has its symbolic landscapes, which are an 

inseparable part of the iconography of its shared feelings, memories 

and ideas.70 Bitanya Landscape is a symbolic or representative 

landscape of this kind, and in its own way it also outlines an 

alternative memory. This painting of Bitanya served Allweil as a 

kind of template for constructing the iconography of Bitanya that 

would become engraved in the collective memory. The landscape 

is depicted in it in its first stages, and looks domesticated, unlike 

the sky, which does not reflect the earth and isn’t subject to the 

principles of order. Muki Tzur argued that against expectations, 

this landscape painting in oils contains nothing of the vista of the 

gleaming lake that can be seen from the ridge; it depicts only a gray 

mountain and sky, and this absence is probably connected with the 

nightmarish experience of life there. But Allweil wanted a view of 

Bitanya itself, not the vista that can be seen from it. He wanted a 

painting that was like a report – and nonetheless the dynamism 

is focused on the sky, for it seems that Bitanya Ilit was more of a 

celestial experience than a panoramic view.

It seems that Allweil created another self-portrait in Vienna – one 
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of the prints the Gray Tura series. Here he is depicted naked, in full 

figure, as an allegory that blends a dream with a picture of a fractured 

reality of destruction and dread. On the back of another page of 

the series (and also in his autobiographical remarks) Allweil spelled 

the title Tura differently, suggesting the meaning of “wandering”, 

thus giving us an alternative title, “Gray Wandering”. Allweil seems 

to have been discussing the wandering and the vicissitudes of the 

Jews in their symbiotic and catastrophic relations with decadent 

Europe, a generational experience that found strong expression 

in the aftermath of the First World War.71 Allweil’s Wandering Jew 

is kneeling, and a sign seems to be imprinted on his raised hand, 

perhaps one of Jesus’s stigmata. A chain lies at his feet, perhaps a 

rosary chain, and his face – this may be Allweil’s face: the eyes staring 

straight ahead, the prominent cheek-bones, the lips sketched in the 

frame of the pointed chin. Behind his back is a vista of Europe going 

up in flames and the path of a river separating the ridge he kneels on 

from the burning city behind him.

The kneeling portrait of Allweil perhaps relates to the figure of 

the Wandering Jew, the eternal Jew of the anti-Semitic myth that 

stems from the Middle Ages. The Jew who sinned against Jesus 

and whose punishment was to wander forever, tormented and 

persecuted, deprived of everything, humiliated and banished. In 

the early days of the Jewish national renascence the figure of the 

Wandering Jew was adopted by Jewish artists who made use of it to 

relate to their complex identity. An echo of this may be seen in Shmuel 

Hirszenberg’s painting The Eternal Jew (1889), a work that became a 

myth itself and was displayed in the permanent exhibition in the 

foyer of the National Bezalel Museum in Jerusalem. Hirszenberg 

gave his Wandering Jew attributes of the crucified Jesus: he wears 

a loin cloth, his arm is raised, his eyes gape as though he is seeing 

death’s shadow. His face is probably the artist’s own, Hirszenberg’s 

self-portrait.

Another level of dialogue may be found in the affinity between 

Allweil’s kneeling figure of the Wandering Jew and the figure of 

Moses beside the burning bush in a print by Reuven Rubin that 

was being distributed at that time,72 for the wanderer’s staff is also 

one of the attributes of Moses, the leader who marked out the way 
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From Gray Tura, Vienna 1924, album of lithographs

Reuven Rubin, Seekers of God, 1923, 1939, woodcut

(Photograph: Eli Fozner, The Israel Museum, Jerusalem)
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from slavery to bondage – an original juxtaposition by Allweil that 

overturns an iconic form of Jewish collective memory. The Jewish 

“Zakhor” [“Remember”] conception, the ahistorical narrative of 

recurrent cycles of wanderings, persecutions and rescue by divine 

providence, is refracted in the anti-Semitic myth as a continuous 

punishment until the end of time. The figure of Moses, in contrast, 

represents a historical turn: the wanderer’s staff becomes the staff of 

the person who takes his fate in his own hands, a new era finds its 

place in the “Remember” template, and the conception of a historical 

memory replaces the cyclicality of the mythical Jewish memory.73

Then there’s a third side that turns the dialogue between Yaari’s 

dream and Allweil’s painting into a triangle: Natan Bistritzky’s novel 

Days and Nights, which was inspired by conversation the author had 

with members of Bitanya and other members of the movement.74 

The depiction of the artist in the novel was perhaps inspired by the 

tormented figure of Allweil in Yaari’s dream – a horrifying description 

of a painter hitting one of his hands with a hammer, as if to suppress 

his drive to paint. Bistritzky knew Yaari’s dream: the manuscript was 

given to him as the editor of the Kehiliyateinu anthology, although 

Yaari later withdrew the text and chose to shelve it.75 Was it the 

fascinating figure of the tormented painter in Yaari’s dream that 

insinuated itself into Bistritzky’s writing, or was Allweil himself, with 

all his misgivings, the inspiration for the figure Bistritzky created? 

We know that Bistritzky arrived at Camp Shomria a short time before 

Allweil left to study in Vienna.76

Another model of an artist also appears in Days and Nights: a 

pianist who doesn’t give up his vocation and leaves the clan, with the 

leader’s ambiguous blessing: “But you, Ernst, go your way! I, Nahum, 

bless you from my corner for giving a sign – a sign that man still has 

a little freedom.”77 Shula Keshet notes that Days and Nights is not a 

historical novel, and adds that the novel’s outlook and messages are 

influenced by the tradition of skepticism towards messianic visions of 

redemption, the Zionist vision of redemption among them. Following 

up on her remark, it seems to me that the unflattering image of the 

group’s or the leader’s tyranny in Bistritzky’s novel is influenced by 

the convention of Jewish skepticism towards visions that call for 

personal transformation – a convention that has influenced how 
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Bitanya has been viewed for generations.78 The various reflections 

of the figure of Allweil in Yaari’s dream, in Bistritzky’s novel, in his 

own art, represent the complexity of the demands, the identities, the 

worlds in the Bitanya group. The recurring focus on this figure thus 

attests to his place and his roles: an artist and a leader, a Zionist and 

a man of the world.

Bitanya With No Catharsis

With the group’s descent from Bitanya Ilit in the spring of 1921 to 

join Camp Shomria (next to Yagur), Allweil completed his last task 

in the group – transferring its camp to its new site – and set out for 

Vienna. Yaari’s confidence in Allweil is evident in a letter he sent 

to the movement’s coordinator in Vienna on the eve of Allweil’s 

departure, in which he recommended four correspondents capable 

of “nourishing the newspaper with much content”, naming Allweil 

among them.79 At any rate, whether Allweil acted hand in hand with 

Yaari in this final phase of Bitanya Ilit, or whether their visions parted 

– for Allweil, abandoning Bitanya was an irreversible loss of a dream 

he had cultivated from a young age.

Allweil was already in Europe when Yaari gave the editor 

his contribution to the Kehiliyateinu anthology – the text of his 

description of his dream. The full text was built as a collage-like 

letter addressed to his comrades. It describes a journey to Jerusalem 

in the company of a member of Kibbutz Hefzibah to whom he 

recounts personal experiences, the dream among them. The text 

was very much in the spirit of Bitanya, which actually grew deeper 

after the group descended from the “mountain” and joined other 

Hashomer Hatzair groups at Camp Shomria. In that period most of 

the members were unemployed due to the cessation of public works, 

and the conversations became more extensive and intensive. The 

Kehiliyateinu anthology gave expression to the singular voice in the 

Bitanya Ilit spirit. The anthology opens with one of the members 

describing the involvement in the group as an exciting and exemplary 

experience. At the time, probably all of the participants would have 

agreed with such a description: “It is only that picture of life that took 
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Bitaniya Landscape (from From a Tour of the Land) 1939, linocut
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shape in me during my life in Bitanya that is my guiding light, and it 

is what I aspire to realize. For me this is not a vain prayer. A vigorous 

will and a certain aspiration will accompany me since then, although 

with different tensions and gradations, […] and for the sake of this I 

am among you”.80

In a short time, however, the orientation changed, and one night 

in the autumn of 1921, which came to be called the “Vigil Night”, Yaari 

was accused of tyranny by David Horowitz. He left the camp, and 

withdrew his manuscript from the anthology.81 Matityahu Mintz, a 

researcher of the Hashomer Hatzair movement, did not conceal his 

sense that this turnabout, with Yaari’s departure and the abandoning 

of the Bitanya Ilit spirit, was somehow an act of justice. The heritage 

of Bitanya was not absorbed by the members of Hashomer Hatzair 

at Camp Shomria; on the contrary, it was the Bitanya group that 

was absorbed into the spirit of the camp. “The book Kehiliyateinu”, 

Mintz concluded, would be “a sign of a false covenant that must not 

be returned to”.82

Actually, the fate of the Bitanya heritage was not so different 

from that of the Werkleute, the Jewish youth movement in Germany 

which also drew its ideas from Central European thought, after its 

members settled in Kibbutz Hazorea.83 The messages of both of 

these promising movements were not absorbed on the Eretz-Israeli 

soil, which sought other values and world-embracing solutions (this 

was then the tendency in the rest of the world as well, through the 

influence of the Communist revolution). The dominant discourse 

in the country promoted East-European ideas and championed 

the Borochovian inversion of the pyramid, with an emphasis on a 

productive society and the building of the country – and the values 

of the Werkleute and of Bitanya did not have a chance in a society 

that mostly rejected intellectualism and complexity of spirit, and 

instead promoted productivity, practicality and improvisation. The 

Werkleute movement, too, in the course of being absorbed into 

the country, abandoned its core values, shed its spiritual potential, 

changed its appearance, and was swallowed up in Hashomer 

Hatzair in a new format. These movements were not esoteric, but 

their riveting visions could find no stable horizon. What could the 

character of the Werkleute and of Bitanya have become had they 
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not been ground down by the conditions of the time and the place, 

and had they been able to preserve their uniqueness and to shape an 

alternative route for the concepts of the individual, the communality, 

the clan, and society?

In a letter Yaari sent to members of the movement in Europe 

before the move from Bitanya (1920), he soberly admits: “In this 

country we are isolated. The youth movement’s ideas, free education, 

and a community of brothers, find no echo in the hearts of the 

workers, young or old. They, brought up in the Russian school, favor 

only party Socialism”.84 Likewise, in an article responding to an attack 

on the Bitanya spirit, he bemoaned the rise to dominance in the 

country of “the party system”, which goes beyond its organizational 

and centralizing role and slides into “spheres of life that do not suit 

its character”. Social change, he claimed, begins with the individual 

and with cooperative forces, and this is why the concept of the clan, 

as “a form that takes shape of itself” is so important. He noted the 

difference between the Bitanya members and their contemporaries 

who had arrived from Russia – “we are very different from them, 

very”, and complained that the latter’s inability to understand them 

aroused hostility and endangered the group’s future: “In the eyes 

of those around us we are Freemasons of some kind, or a ‘society 

for free love’, or hallucinating youths. In the eyes of some we’re a 

danger, and in the eyes of others – an exotic phenomenon. The 

interpretations keep on increasing, while we – how far we are from 

realizing our guiding ideas”. The article concludes thus: “All that we 

demand from our public in future is that they relate more accurately 

to what is taking shape among the immigrants not only in literature 

but in actual life, on the roads and at work. And perhaps then we 

will need a blurring melting pot so that a natural harmony may be 

created among the ingatherings of exiles”.85

The leaders of Bitanya – like the leaders of the Werkleute – had to 

deal with internal opposition, principally on the part of the younger 

members, who by their nature tended to adopt what was perceived 

as “local” and “Eretz-Israeli”, and were not attracted by the dynamics 

of inner psychic transformation. The leadership was pushed into a 

corner and had to connect with the local discourse or withdraw, a 

matter more feasible for the secondary leadership than for the apex 
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of the pyramid.  The leader of the Werkleute, Menahem Gerson, for 

example, was not built for this – but he also wasn’t able to give up and 

leave the group, which he had led since its beginnings in Europe. He 

became a carter in his kibbutz, Hazorea, and was no longer elected 

to leadership positions there. Arieh Allweil left the country to study 

art and gave up a promising path of leadership in the movement and 

in the country. On his return to the country he cut away some of the 

characteristics of his art and developed a different orientation, which 

will be related to further on. During the years after Bitanya, Meir 

Yaari retreated from the core values he had championed, arguing that 

in this country “the contrast between the seductive symbol and the 

harsh reality” had come to light, and posited A.D. Gordon as the ideal 

leader for a way that was realistic and committed. In his influential 

article “Dissociated Symbols”,86 which was written during a period 

of crisis in the movement (1923), he expressed his reservations 

about his previous belief in the “dissociated symbols” that had been 

cultivated in the movement, and listed a series of concepts that had 

been thought valid in the past but were now seen as unrealistic: 

“youth culture (Wyneken), “the pagan doctrine” (Nietzsche), all 

the ideological eclecticism that drew on Gustav Landauer, Buber, 

Freud, Nietzsche, Hans Blüher and Gustav Wyneken. In the late ’20s, 

when the Marxist platform of Hashomer Hatzair was formulated 

in preparation for the founding of its political party, very little of 

the spirit of Bitanya Ilit still remained in the movement: in April 

1927 the “Kibbutz Artzi of Hashomer Hatzair” kibbutz movement 

was founded, and the “ideological guidelines” that from then on 

constituted the movement’s ideological platform were adopted, and 

in 1946 the Hashomer Hatzair Party was established.

In Allweil’s work in Vienna, an inner world still glowed in bold 

colors, suffused with fantasy and dream, echoing the spirit of the 

time, and it received recognition in art circles. His journey to Vienna 

was also a journey to Bobroysk, which was relatively close to Vienna 

– to the home of his parents and his childhood, to European art, and 

to confrontations with personal questions of identity and life.
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Self Portrait, c. 1922, oil on cardboard, 35×25
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Vienna: Gray Tura

Arieh Allweil’s Self-Portrait from 1922, painted soon after his arrival 

in Vienna, excellently projects the intense gaze of the young 21-year-

old who set out from Palestine to study painting. His eyes are clear, 

his face “tranquil and decisive” as described in Yaari’s dream, which 

expressed the contrast between the tranquility of his face and the 

drama acting itself out in his psyche.87

The information available on Allweil’s work during the Bitanya 

period is scant, and does not enable us to learn what he underwent 

there or what he sought for himself in the world of art. No written 

testimony has been found, and only a very few works remain; all the 

rest – drawings, illustrations and paintings on cardboard that he 

created in Bitanya – has been lost. He may have left for Vienna with 

the goal of returning to Palestine and being a painter in a collective 

settlement – or, when he left he may have already given up the 

dream of the collective and the movement, which as we know had 

guided him since his early youth. Did the dream fade in the wake of 

a personal disappointment or an ideological disappointment? Did he 

no longer believe in the possibility of the dream becoming a reality in 

the conditions of the country, after the sources became blocked and 

the Bitanya group was forced to descend from the mountain? Either 

way, in the choice between social leadership and a life of art Allweil 

chose the latter – a difficult decision for a young man who had 

devoted the best of his energies to the movement. And we know so 

little about his passion for art. All that we can base our assumptions 

on are the autobiographical remarks he wrote years later, which (as is 

always the case with such things) are slanted with the distortions of 

the retrospective gaze, and the reservations expressed by writers who 

didn’t know him during the Bitanya period. As already mentioned, 

Allweil did not write profusely; he expressed a turnabout of an entire 

inner world in a single sentence: the colors in the sky (over Bitanya) 

moved him to go and “look for [his] shadow”.

Vienna was a good place to look for shadows in. It was not a 

foreign place to him: it was the city that in his early youth had 

hosted him and his family as refugees during the First World War. 

In Vienna a vibrant world of culture opened up to him, and there 



50 he was exposed to complex and lively discourse that was decisive in 

his life. Not much time had passed since he first left this city, three 

years at the most. The renewed encounter with the language, with 

places that had been part of his life and with friends he had known 

(some of whom he had continued to correspond with in letters), 

would have certainly been meaningful, rich in smells and tastes, and 

stimulating new thinking about planning his future. In this period 

the Hashomer Hatzair and Zionist movement circles included some 

personages of stature and authority in both the Jewish and the non-

Jewish Viennese society, and some of these were his acquaintances 

by dint of his being one of the first rank of the movement’s leaders. 

It’s likely that all these factors played a role in his quick, perhaps even 

meteoric, integration and absorption into the Viennese art scene.

Allweil began studying at the Art Academy in Vienna in 1922, 

and already in 1924 he joined the avant-garde Kunstschau group – a 

circle of artists that had originally formed around Gustav Klimt and 

Egon Schiele. Most of the members of the group were older than 

him, had already been active in the art world for some time, and were 

known on the art stages throughout the world. They received him, 

the only Jew in the group, into their circle and their discourse; they 

gave him their trust and included him in their activities. He stayed 

there for four years, but very little is known about what happened 

to him in this period: in what way did he collaborate with this select 

group? How did they evaluate his work, which was only beginning 

to crystallize at this time? What did they see in this young man who 

had arrived from a distant and legendary land, in his story and his 

experience of communal life, which would have fascinated more 

than a few radicals in Vienna then? And, lastly – why did he break off 

his connection with them, close this chapter of his life, and return to 

Palestine?

It seems that the central figure in the story of Allweil’s absorption 

into the Viennese art world, his “mentor”, as such a figure is called 

in fairy tales, was Max Eisler (1887–1937), a person known in 

Jewish circles in Vienna, who was active in the spheres of thought, 

organization, and aid. Allweil probably knew him from before, though 

he might have met him through common acquaintances. Eisler was 

a professor of Art History at the University of Vienna, and according 
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to Allweil (in his autobiographical remarks) it was he who guided 

him to engage in art “in as hard and desolate a place as possible, if 

you want to be an artist”. Eisler was considered an authority on art 

and design; he had published books and articles, and it appears that 

Allweil was close to him – as may be understood from an article that 

Gavriel Talpir published when Allweil died, in which he wrote that 

in Vienna “he lived in the home of Professor Max Eisler, who guided 

him in his studies”.88 Allweil’s connection with Eisler also continued 

after he returned to Palestine. Eisler supported the establishment of 

the Tel Aviv Museum (1931), and headed the society of Friends of the 

Museum in Austria, while Allweil worked beside him in establishing 

the museum. Eisler assisted Allweil in collecting information for 

an anthology of Jewish art, which he worked on during the ’30s, 

when there was talk of appointing Eisler to the chair of Jewish Art 

at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. It was Eisler who in 1937, a 

short time before he died, transferred to the Tel Aviv Museum the 

Eloise Breier collection, which included photographs of synagogues 

in Eastern Europe, most of them wooden buildings that were later 

burned by the Nazis – a most significant and rare documentation 

of distinctive Jewish creation.89 Allweil, who was pained by what he 

saw as the neglect of research and conservation of Jewish art in the 

Yishuv, believed that Eisler would bring about a necessary change 

in this sphere, and when he died in 1937 he lost an ally and a friend.

As for his own study program at the Academy, Allweil wrote that 

he was told to paint “a head and an act” – a “head” meaning a portrait 

of a head, an “act” meaning an exercise in drawing a nude model 

who changes position every few minutes. His studies at the academy, 

then, appear to have been conservative, not up-to-date in the trends 

of modern art, but it seems that they served as an anchor for the 

conception of materials that consolidated in his early works and for 

his future way of integrating text and painting in his printed books. 

Some of his teachers had a decisive influence on the ways of thinking 

that he developed in the spheres of pedagogy and aesthetics.90 Vienna 

at this time was a hothouse for many diverse currents of alternative 

thought in the spheres of education, society and art, which Allweil 

probably became acquainted with through Eisler – but in this 

context too, given the lack of archival materials (such as sketches and 
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preparatory exercises that document the work processes) it is difficult 

to point to specific sources of inspiration. It may be assumed that he 

left his drawings and sketches for safekeeping in his parents’ home, 

but everything that was kept there was destroyed in the Holocaust. 

Likewise, many of his early paintings were lost in the studio he had 

in East Jerusalem – the “lost studio” as he sadly referred to it more 

than once, which he didn’t return to after the riots in 1930, and which 

remained in Jordanian-held territory when the city was divided in 

1948.91

We can get some idea about Allweil’s early sources of inspiration 

and ways of working from an early painting that has survived, which 

he painted after one of the masterpieces in Vienna’s museums. The 

collections of these museums, which Allweil visited frequently, 

included an excellent representation of the three great traditions in 

art history – the Italian, the Dutch, and the French. A comparison 

between a segment of this painting (as a tip of the iceberg of 

preparatory exercises that have not survived) and one of the prints 

of the Gray Tura series (1924) may give some indications of how he 

worked. In the lithograph, the rich painting in oil on canvas was 

converted into a free tonality, while the sensuous and elevated 

character of the reclining female nude in the painting, with the infant 

pressed to her breast among the curves of her body, was converted 

into a terrible picture of horror: a mother fleeing with her baby from a 

place of smoke and ruins, with a three-pointed stake that symbolizes 

the fear of death. This print brings to mind other paintings by artists 

of that time who were influenced by the First World War and the 

pogroms.92 The animals fleeing in the background, seemingly 

dispersing in all directions, refer to Chagall and in style resemble the 

work of Lazar Segall, who was known and esteemed in that period. 

The rich painting with all its mannerisms – like folds of a pampering 

bed of soft fabrics, with the glow of the agate light in the deep sky 

– has therefore been replaced in the Gray Tura print by the touch 

of ashes, which seems to have gathered and piled up in the folds of 

charred ground as smoke rises in the background.

In another print we see a woman, perhaps an allegorical figure, 

with an overgrown baby pressed to her breast and other bodies 

clutching and sucking the marrow of her falling body, as though she 
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Nude, early 1920, oil on canvas, 43×78

From Gray Tura, Vienna 1924, album of lithographs
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were already a ghost. The fascinating choreography of the clutching 

and the twisting responds to the structure of the background, 

which is done as though with a single free brushstroke that imprints 

spiral movements in the thick black ink. This sense of clutching 

and twisting recurs in other prints in the series, for example in the 

embracing couple; this time the man is naked and the woman is 

wearing a long dress; he clasps her breasts and she embraces him, 

her open eye looks straight ahead in a troubling look, and again 

there are enigmatic images and a house with barred windows in 

the background. This ambiguity seems to unite layers of images 

and sensations, unarticulated insights about the masculine and the 

feminine, animus and anima, Jewry and Diaspora, myth, allegory and 

dream. The allegoric dimension emerges principally in the pictures 

of the big women, where the men kneeling before them are half 

their height, or are handing them something. The allegoric tone 

sends us to a historical depth of images that recur throughout the 

centuries – perhaps a reincarnation of the relations of “Synagoga” 

(the synagogue, Judaism) and “Ecclesia” (the church, Christianity),93 

images from the anti-Semitic Christian iconography that centered 

around the image of the “Great Knesset” [the “Great Assembly”, 

which according to Jewish tradition was set up with the return to 

Judah of exiles from Babylon (Tr.)]. The “Great Knesset”, the Lady or 

the Matronita, appears on another page of the series, holding a scroll. 

Depicted beside her is a man holding a staff, with a victor’s wreath 

on his head, and on his hands one can identify the stigmata of Jesus. 

The lit streetlamps bring to mind a scene from Yaari’s dream (from 

its second part, which hasn’t been described here) in which he falls 

head downward into a streetlamp, as in a reconstruction of a birth or 

a death, a stirring transformation, to the source of light.94

Shula Keshet has identified one of the prints in the series as a 

depiction of the cemetery at Kinneret where Natan Ikar’s grave is, 

because the tree in it looks like a Palestinian cypress that is common 

in this locality.95 But a tree just like it also appears in other landscapes 

that Allweil painted in Europe, and especially in rural landscapes of 

Bobroysk, of which he painted many during those years. It’s possible 

that he connected this imagery with the end of the Exile and also 

with the vision of the resurrection of the dead, for the Jew sitting 
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is coming to life before our eyes.

Allweil himself noted that he created the Gray Tura series in 1924, 

for the Kunstschau exhibition; and its universal contents show that it 

translated well into the international context. But in the exhibition 

that was held the following year, as a summation of a quarter-century 

of Austrian art, Allweil exhibited paintings of local landscapes. That 

year, 1925, his last year in Vienna, he produced a rich yield of landscape 

paintings of Vienna and its environs, in oil on canvas, as well as many 

of scenes around Bobroysk (he probably spent most of his days off 

from studies there). His relationship with his parents was warm, and 

his depiction of their home is suffused with vitality, the pulse of life 

beating in the house projecting acceptance and optimism. His tuition 

was paid for by his father, an artisan who had established himself on 

his own and already at the age of 12 was independent and provided for 

his rural family; he became a metalsmith, specialized in the complex 

work of building stills for spirits, did very well in his business, and 

attainted to status in the town. Arieh’s mother believed in her son 

and in the way he had chosen; his father, however, didn’t understand 

his son’s proclivity for art and not infrequently expressed his concern 

that he would become a beggar. Nonetheless he accepted his son’s 

choice, as he had done in the past when Arieh had set up the branch 

of Hashomer Hatzair in the family home, despite the hostility and 

the threats expressed by some in the town. He also hadn’t objected 

when Arieh started a shoemaker’s shop in the cellar of the house and 

worked there with five other comrades who had chosen to learn this 

necessary trade as preparation for their immigration to Palestine. 

Allweil’s parents did what they could to help him in Vienna, but the 

amount they allocated him was enough to cover only the tuition, and 

his lack of money troubled him. His colleagues at the Kunstschau, 

he recounted, who “accepted me as a colleague and encouraged me, 

the person who had come from Palestine”, arranged a connection for 

him with a wealthy buyer. They asked Allweil to take some paintings 

to the home of the potential buyer, where he was not even offered 

a chair to sit on, and the sum mentioned was almost “the same as 

the cost of the frame”. “It was a little too much for the pride of a 

coppersmith’s son from a rural town. I offered to give them the 
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Bobroysk, c. 1920, oil on canvas, 50×40
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Bobroysk, c. 1925, oil on canvas, 49× 71 

Landscape, c. 1925, oil on canvas, 64.5×85
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painting for nothing and they didn’t agree”, he added, and said that 

from that day on he had ceased “knocking on doors of buyers” and 

had become a teacher, “and that’s been good for me to this day”.96

Five paintings by Allweil are mentioned in the catalogue of the 

1925 exhibition in Vienna, all of them Viennese landscapes: Viennese 

Landscape, Schoenbrunner Street, Grinzing Neighborhood, Doebling 

District, and Salmannsdorf Neighborhood (Vienna). According to one 

source, two of the paintings were acquired for the collection of the 

museums in Vienna.97 The exhibition catalogue, which was printed 

in black-and-white, was divided into two: the first part was devoted 

to artists who were included in the framework of the general artists’ 

association, most of whom exhibited academic and conservative art; 

the second part was devoted to members of the Kunstschau, and this 

included a reproduction of one of Allweil’s paintings, Salmannsdorf 

Neighborhood, the style of which is similar to that of other landscapes 

he painted in Vienna at that time. What happened to this painting is 

not known (it may have been one of the two that were acquired by a 

museum in Vienna).

However, the paintings Allweil painted in Bobroysk have 

survived, and they are graced with attractive colorfulness. Here 

Allweil seems to fondly caress his town’s vistas in pastel hues – 

pink and agate dipping in the green of the hills, scenes that would 

be echoed later in landscapes of Shfeya and Zikhron Yaakov where 

he would often paint. Many of the landscapes have a sharp spatial 

structure, like a kind of softened cubism. Oskar Kokoschka, who at 

this time was teaching at the art academy in Dresden, saw Allweil’s 

paintings, and recommended to him that he shouldn’t incline 

towards cubism, whose influence he had identified in some of them. 

“You can’t feel like that”, Allweil reported that Kokoschka had said 

to him. “Since you come from a small town where you were a pupil 

of a rabbi in a yeshiva, you should go to Paris and study with an old 

teacher, and paint nature and nothing else”. Allweil, who didn’t find 

anything patronizing in this advice, later adopted the spirit of these 

words as a justification of his stylistic choices.

The sale of some of his paintings to a wealthy Jewish art collector 

named Neumark enabled Allweil to finance a journey to Paris and to 

several other art centers in Europe.98 Paris, he wrote, influenced him 
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summed up his impression of the French art world with a sense that 

the values of art’s past had remained behind, the magnificence had 

“gone” with Velasquez, the “exalted confession” had vanished with 

Rembrandt, and “a somewhat frivolous spirit” was abroad in the art 

world. Taking into consideration that the autobiographical remarks 

from which these statements are taken were written years after the 

events, we cannot be certain about what he felt then in Paris, in 

real time. Allweil notes that some artists “restored” his faith in art, 

naming among them André Derain, the Nabis, and especially Pierre 

Bonnard, André de Segonzac, and the sculptors Ernst Barlach and 

Aristide Maillol. He added that in Eretz-Israel the poetry of Uri Zvi 

Greenberg spoke to him, and he also mentioned “the surprising and 

shocking Van Gogh”.

On his return voyage to Palestine he passed through Florence 

and Naples and gained a first-hand acquaintance with Italian art. 

As a major source of inspiration he mentioned the wall paintings 

in Pompeii – but also the figurines that originated from Tanagra, 

in Greece: their influence would be identified in the future in his 

illustrations of the figures of women for the books of Ruth and 

Esther. He wrote: “I find superb the Greek sculpture that is between 

the archaic and the classic, which was created in the time when Ezra 

read the Hebrew Bible”. About the voyage back to Palestine, Allweil 

wrote: “The smell of tar and sea water evokes in my ears the songs 

of the pioneers from the days of the First Aliyah, just as the lovable 

linseed-oil smell of paints evokes in my memory the sounds of the 

Ninth Symphony, which I first heard when I came to the Academy. I 

haven’t remained a tiller of the soil in my group. Will I, on my return 

to the Land, fulfill what I dreamed in Bitanya?”
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Portrait, early 1920s, oil on canvas, 46.5×38.5
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Portrait, early 1920s, oil on canvas, 50×38
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Portrait, early 1920s, oil on canvas, 55.5×44.5
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Portrait, early 1920s, oil on canvas, 56×44.5
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Landscape, c. 1925, oil on canvas, 24×18
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Landscape, c. 1925, oil on canvas, 64×89
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Landscape, c. 1925, oil on canvas, 50.5×65.5
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Portrait, early 1920s, oil on canvas, 46.5×38.5
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99 / See n. 72 above.

A Parenthetical Remark: Gray Tura, A Generational Experience

A generational identity, it is commonly thought, is shaped during 

adolescence in the wake of significant events such as a war or a 

revolution. In these terms, the generational identity of Allweil and 

his comrades, which is characterized by its sense of an end, was 

shaped through the wave of pogroms that occurred both before 

and after the First World War, particularly in Ukraine, where they 

expressed the dark side of the Ukrainians’ aspiration for national 

self-determination. Hundreds of Jewish towns were attacked in 

the organized pogroms of army regiments led by Petliura; tens of 

thousands were murdered, and acts of rape and terrible cruelty took 

place. In their wake a massive movement of emigration of Jews began 

to countries all over the world, and the few who migrated to Palestine 

marked the beginnings of the Third Aliyah. These experiences, which 

were part of the biography of almost all those who arrived with 

the Third Aliyah, left their mark on the young, who didn’t see the 

emancipation of Jews as a solution to anti-Semitism, and had given 

up hope of joining the Poles in their aspiration for national freedom. 

On the other side, the Balfour Declaration (1917) blew a wind into the 

sails of the Zionist vision.

These two poles – chaos and fracture on the one side, and renewal 

and messianic hope on the other, reverberate in the Gray Tura series 

of prints and in other works by artists of the period, as may be seen 

in Reuven Rubin’s album of woodcuts, which is mentioned above.99 

Allweil’s and Rubin’s albums are different from one another in their 

character: in contrast to the stylistic and formal cleanliness of Rubin’s 

Seekers of God, the raw freedom of Allweil’s hand is conspicuous in his 

lithographs, and one can sense the character of the material building 

and the leaking of the stain. Bialik wrote that Rubin’s approach in his 

woodcuts made him think of the term “purity”. He emphasized that 

he had chosen not the secular term “cleanliness”, but “purity”, which 

connoted a “profound feeling” of immersion of both body and soul: 

“and he entered the water and was purified”. Allweil’s prints are not 

like that – they are full of darkness and shadows, and it seems that in 

them the images rise up from the underworld, stained and covered 

with dust.
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100 / See above, p. ???

101 / Achad Ha’am, “Moses”, 

Hashelah 13:2 (1904), 

reprinted in Collected Works 

of Achad Ha’am (Tel Aviv: 

Dvir, 1947) (in Hebrew), p. 

342.

102 / Ibid., p. 346.

103 / Gemarah, Berakhot, 

9.72.

Allweil’s album represents disparities and tornness and inner 

conflict more than a striving for a unity and balance of idea and feeling. 

This is the power of this series, which expresses dread and loss beside 

what seems to be a yearning for redemption and resurrection. Shula 

Keshet has noticed that the German title of the series, Graues Band, 

has a connotation of dread, because of the linguistic proximity of the 

words for “gray” and “horror” (the noun “Grauen”). Dread seems to 

be present in all of Allweil’s works, beneath their veil of tranquility 

– a dread that would turn into profound and agitating shock with 

the arrival of news about the horrors of the Holocaust – but always 

beside feelings of renewal and hope, as a structured polarity. This 

emotional and conceptual polarity is symbolized more than anything 

in the dynamic affinity between the figure of the Wandering Jew 

and the figure of Moses.100 This affinity had already been developed 

in the thought of Achad Ha’am, which was inestimably important 

in shaping the national-cultural basis of that generation, and of 

Hashomer Hatzair in particular. Achad Ha’am saw Moses as a figure 

who “went before us not only for forty years in the Sinai desert, but 

thousands of years in all the deserts we have walked in, from Egypt 

to here”.101 In the sufferings of generations, the figure of Moses was 

an arousing ideal that always lit up a perspective of hope and a vision 

for the future: “The Kabbalists said it well: ‘Moses’ arousing [power 

is] in every single generation’. Truly, a spark of ‘Moses’ continues to 

illuminate from within the darkness in our people’s lives in every 

generation”.102

The wreath-crowned wanderer in Allweil’s print from the Gray 

Tura series, who holds a staff that looks taller than him, perhaps relates 

to what is told about Moses in the Gemarah, in the tractate Berakhot. 

Moses’ height is ten cubits, and his staff measures ten cubits, and 

he defeats Og, the king of Bashan, who wants to throw a mountain 

upon him.103 The complex commentary of the Sages expatiates on 

what is said, and deals, among other things, with the Great Knesset, 

Moses’ prayer on the mountain, and the power of the spirit. In Gray 

Tura Allweil created an enigmatic blending of creatures of his own 

imagination and images from the collective depths of the Jewish 

heritage, cultural sediments of language, legend, literal and allegoric 

meanings, with visual echoes from the worlds of Christendom. In 
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104 / H.N. Bialik, 

Introduction to the Rubin 

Exhibition catalogue (Tel 

Aviv: Omanut Press, 1927) 

(in Hebrew).

105 / Shraga Bar-On, “A 

New God Who Will End the 

Afflictions of Mankind: On 

Reuven Rubin’s Seekers of 

God Woodcuts and the Role 

of the Plastic Arts in the 

Resurrection of the Past”, 

Cathedra 154 (December 

2914), 55–84 (in Hebrew).

106 / David Pinsky’s The 

Eternal Jew was the first 

play to be performed at 

the Habimah Theater 

in Moscow in 1919, and 

its premiere marked 

the Hebrew cultural 

“awakening” (the author 

Maxim Gorky saw the 

performance three times 

and wrote an enthusiastic 

review about it). The deep 

meaning of this motif 

found expression, for 

example, when the play 

was performed during 

the last days of the Vilna 

Ghetto (June 1943) by the 

rebel fighters, with a topical 

interpretation and in 

costumes sewn from ritual 

fringes and prayer shawls.

this evocation of tiers of culture and memory there is a distinctive 

proximity between Allweil and Rubin, who both contribute to the 

containing of Jewish worlds of the past in the creation of the present, 

to which Bialik attached great importance. If there is hope for a 

Hebrew art, he argued, “its roots will by necessity be firmly planted 

in the legends of our past. From this past it will grow and, within it, it 

will delve deep to seek nourishment. Without it its roots will be like 

rot and its flowers like dust”.104

In contrast, however, to this focus on containing the past, a 

modernism that did not seek inspiration in “the legends of our past” 

became established in the ’20s. As is known, it was the artists of 

modernism who became the heroes of the central narrative of local 

art, and with the establishment of the State, abstraction became the 

dominant orientation. The Jewish component, then, did not fit in 

with the collective wish for a modern, new, young identity; but a 

deeper analysis will reveal that the original blending of tiers of the 

past and currents of the present was not the province of the few, 

and it should not be seen as exceptional in Israeli art. The researcher 

Shraga Bar-On, for example, sees the “seeking for God” (a paraphrase 

of the title of Rubin’s album) as an ethos that characterizes the 

generation of artists of “the wondering and the resurrection” as 

a whole, and he identifies a burst of creativity in this spirit of 

inward contemplation on both the diachronic axis (which turns to 

the past) and the synchronic axis (which conducts a dialogue with 

parallel places in the present). Bar-On’s analysis, which describes the 

introspection of the artists of this generation as their confrontation 

with the existential gap between the inner world and the outer 

world,105 is valid for many works, the Gray Tura series among them 

– and in his later works, too, Allweil continued creating affinities 

with tiers of the past and with the motif of the Wandering Jew or 

the Eternal Jew.106 Fifteen years later Allweil printed a book titled 

The Anonymous Jew (1939), which he afterwards printed again with 

a different title: To the Shore. The change of title reflects the next 

stage in his oeuvre, in the course of which he shed enigmatic layers 

of allegory, esotericism, and soul-searching. In the late ’30s Allweil’s 

work displays a preference for a paved narrative that focuses on the 

figure of “the anonymous pioneer”, a change that lies principally in 

the shift of the emphasis from “wondering” to “resurrection”.
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Gray Tura, Vienna 1924, six lithographs, each 32×25 >
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107 / Untitled document, 

bearing the logo of 

the Hashomer Hatzair 

Organization, and stamped 

“Vienna, 15.10.1925”.

108 / From a questionnaire 

for teaching candidates, 25 

July 1946, Allweil estate.

Back to Eretz-Israel

We may assume that many good artists living and working in Austria 

in the early 20th century wanted to be included in the quarter-century 

exhibition of Austrian art, but there was room for only a few dozen; 

Arieh Allweil, however, barely 24 and to a large extent a beginning 

painter, was included in it. An exhibition of this kind, that represents 

a period or a trend in art, could open gates to an international career 

– but Allweil was already organizing the documents and permits 

needed to travel and to enter Palestine. He aspired to a life of art, but 

it seems that his success in Vienna did not impress him, and at any 

rate that was not his goal: he wanted to be an artist in the Land of 

Israel, in the double sense of this vocation – an artist and a teacher. 

He did not engage again in the option that had opened for him, and 

to a large extent he left behind not only the buds of an international 

career but also the kind of painting he had been doing in Vienna that 

had gained him recognition. As already mentioned, he had used the 

money he had received from the sale of his works to visit several art 

centers in Europe. On December 2, 1925, he took a loan from the 

Migration Fund of the Eretz-Israeli Office in Vienna to finance the 

expenses of his voyage to Palestine. When he arrived there later that 

month he didn’t rejoin his comrades, who were then in Kibbutz Beit 

Alfa, even though the correspondence arranging his return had been 

conducted through the kibbutz, with the backing of the Hashomer 

Hatzair movement, for example in a document stating that he held a 

high position on the movement ladder: “Between the years 1915 and 

1920 Arieh Allweil was one of the chief leaders in our organization. 

He was also one of the organizers of the organization of Pioneer-

Guards here and in Poland, and its first leader”.107

Allweil’s employment on his return had been arranged even 

before he left Vienna, and on his arrival he became a teacher at the 

children’s village in Givat Hamoreh. Years later, when he was asked 

to list the subjects he had taught there, he put “Painting” at the top of 

the list, and then “Homeland”, “Nature”, “Arithmetic” and “History”; 

a total of thirty hours a week.108 His notes reveal his interdisciplinary 

approach to experiential teaching of a unifying subject that focuses 

on the Jewish holidays, a skeleton around which to connect history, 
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109 / Placard (Hahashmal 

Press, Haifa): “Lecture by 

the Artist Arieh Allweil,” 

Saturday 22 June 1926 at 8.30 

p.m. [place not mentioned]; 

Allweil estate.

110 / Entrance ticket to 

Arieh Allweil’s lecture, 

Saturday 16 June 1926 at 6 

p.m., price 10 EP (place of 

lecture and exhibition not 

mentioned); Allweil estate.

111 / Eliezer Halivni was 

born in 1901 in Turko in 

Galicia, arrived in Palestine 

in 1929, was wounded at the 

Shomria camp and lost an 

eye, was one of the founders 

of Kibbutz Beit Alfa and a 

member of it, and in 1940 

moved with a group of his 

comrades to Kibbutz Ramat 

Yohanan, where he died in 

1983. On the exhibition, see 

Allweil’s correspondence 

with Halivni (1926), Allweil 

estate.

112 / Arieh Allweil 

(signed A.A.), “On the 

Art of Painting in This 

Country: From a Letter 

to a Comrade”, Hashomer 

Hatzair (October 1929), p. 

12. On the correspondence 

between Allweil and Atar, 

see Bar Or, Our Life Requires 

Art, n. 65 above, p. 178.

113 / The youth village 

Shfeya was founded in 1904 

(it was originally named 

Kiryat Sefer), to absorb 

and educate orphans from 

the Kishinev pogroms; 

see the film in the Steven 

Spielberg Jewish Film 

Archive (youtube), and also 

nature, geography and other subjects. For two years he taught at this 

school, which had been founded four years earlier (1922) for orphans 

of Petliura’s pogroms in Ukraine, and was run by Jewish communities 

in the United States and South Africa. In August 1926 Allweil became 

a member of the “Hebrew Artists Association” and became involved 

in its countrywide activities. Despite his teaching load, he was 

also active outside the children’s village: he wrote, published and 

lectured. Several months after his arrival in the country he already 

exhibited some of his works, and gave a lecture, with the aid of a 

slide-projector, on “The Art of the Last Century”. The printed 

invitation stated that there would be discussion after the lecture, and 

entrance fees were charged for the lecture and the exhibition – 5 EP 

(Egyptian piasters), and, for workers, 2 EP.109 In June 1926, under the 

auspices of the Hebrew Artists Association, he also lectured at the 

boys’ school opposite the Italian consulate. Printed on the entrance 

ticket was the sentence “Entrance ticket to the lecture on modern art 

by the academic painter Arieh Allweil; proceeds will go to an Art Day 

in the Valley”.110

The region, the eastern part of the Jezreel Valley near Afulah, was 

a center of pioneer settlement activity in this period, and various 

forms of settlement were established there. In Kibbutz Beit Alfa 

lived his comrades, among them his friend Eliezer Halivni,111 with 

whom he corresponded. Allweil agreed to assist in organizing an 

art exhibition for the First Fruits celebrations (which were held in 

a regional framework), and took it upon himself to visit the artists 

and to select works for the exhibition. He made contact with artists 

of the Valley, and especially with Haim Atar, whom he mentioned 

more than once in his notes, and also with David Navot – both of 

them painters from Ein Harod, who “delve very very deeply”112– but it 

seems that in the end the exhibition did not take place.

After teaching for two years at Givat Hamoreh, Allweil moved on 

to the youth village Shfeya,113 where he worked in a similar teaching 

program. Shfeya, the first youth village in the Yishuv, has become 

legendary for its unique approach to education, with its emphasis 

on culture and music (in addition to sport and “Love of the Land”). 

Many of Allweil’s paintings depict children and staff members in 

the reading room or playing musical instruments. Although the 



79the Shfeya Archive. More 

photographs of Shfeya, 

from the private archives 

of Moshe Yakobson and of 

Rivka Hoz (whose mother 

worked in the village in the 

’20s), are kept in the digital 

archive of Nadav Mann, 

Merhavia.

114 / Avraham Eilat and 

Menashe Kadishman, for 

example, were among his 

pupils in Tel Aviv.

educational approach supported the development of artistic talents, 

the students didn’t always receive answers to their creative passions, 

and Allweil had an important place in some of their hearts and in the 

decision several of them made to become artists.114 One of his first 

students at Shfeya was Avshalom Okashi, with whom he maintained 

contact for many years. Because of its importance, I quote here 

almost in full from a letter Okashi sent to Allweil:

2 May 1939, Ayelet Hashahar – Avshalom

Greeting to you, Arieh. I received your letter and was much 

gladdened. I thought you were surely angry at me for not writing 

to you for a long time and not telling you about how I am etc., 

and this letter relieved me to some degree.

There are all kinds of questions running around my mind and 

they demand a solution, The questions are certainly complicated 

and complex because they touch on the essence of my painting, 

and you know how much all these questions cannot be outlined 

to any person who has an approach to the art of painting only, 

because for there to be knowledge in this area it’s more necessary 

to know the painter than the art of painting, and who can know 

me, one of your older and distinctive students, better than you.

You know, you play an important part, a very important part, in 

my entire way of life today, in its form and its content. It’s even 

possible that all this importance that I attribute to you exists 

without your knowledge of it at all. It’s also very possible that 

you do know about it, but I doubt if you know it in all its scope 

and importance.

Memories of my youthful days in Shfeya keep coming back to me, 

but each single memory is linked with you in the Department, 

during the anatomy lessons, and outside the department next 

to the easel.

The pieces of canvas and the paints that you used to give me 

from time to time and I used to paint with them, and finally 

my bitter disappointment and grief when you left Shfeya, 

and, I remember, I then went to the director, Dr. Fürst, and 

demanded canvases and paints so that I could go on painting, 
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A Grove, late 1920s, oil on canvas, 69×83
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Shfeyah, late 1920s, photo collages on cardboard, 50×70



82 and he answered that he didn’t have a budget for that, and after 

that a kind of “slumber” came upon me, you know what this 

slumber means. It wasn’t a slumber, it was a stifling, from a lack 

of materials, encouragement and guidance.

This continued for several years until that historic day when 

I came to visit Shfeya during Passover, and there I saw you 

standing beside the easel like many years before when I was a 

boy, and you hadn’t changed, and the many memories started 

to encompass me. Those little paintings of mine in oils started 

floating up and gave me no rest, and then I thought of asking you 

for a piece of canvas and some paints, like then, but I hesitated. 

Since then I’d undergone a lot of life experience and events that 

shook my body and my soul, and I lost my mental and spiritual 

equilibrium. My joining a revolutionary Marxist movement and 

everything entailed in that, many imprisonments and lack of 

sleep at nights… to be pursued by the police on the one hand, 

and to be fattened on all kinds of theories of dialectical and 

historical materialism, about communism and socialism, about 

the revolutionary tactics of one party or another in known 

periods of history, etc.

All this stood there like a great barrier. At that moment and 

on that day when I thought of asking you for some canvas and 

paints, one thing became almost clear to me: that from today on 

I either have to paint or go on being a revolutionary. But I also 

knew another thing, that if you don’t give me what I ask for then 

I’ll never think about painting again – and you didn’t disappoint 

me, now as then, the same Arieh, you hadn’t changed, and again 

you reach out your hand and give your boy the canvas and 

the paints. And you know – you remember with what passion 

I worked with the paints, and I painted, I didn’t know what I 

was doing for eight hours, you surely remember, and that day 

I felt that I’d made a covenant with the art of painting and you 

were the mediator, so you can see what value I attribute to you. 

You gave my life a different value, possibly much more elevated, 

much more sublime.

You know, sometimes I think to myself how the impulse of life 

is very strong, to the point that it frightens me. By the power 
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115 / Allweil estate.

of this impulse I was swept into a whirlpool of unquiet life, the 

life of a revolutionary, not because there was a force of reality 

that obliged me to this, but out of that active element that exists 

in my soul, which, when I was a child, through education and 

guidance, used to find expression in painting. Yet it seems that 

there is some resentment in me to Dr Fürst, who as an educator 

and a director of such a school was unable to understand me, 

and for this reason I was forced to live an “eccentric life”, so I’d 

call it, for many years, and who knows where I would have got to, 

Arieh, if we hadn’t met again. Sometimes I think to myself that I 

would either have spent a fair part of my life in prisons without 

any justification for that, or I would have been killed one day by 

the police. […]

The shearing festival is to be on the 15th of May. On the day of 

the festival there is to be a performance, a play on the life of the 

shepherds. I’ve been tasked with painting the stage decorations, 

but I don’t know how to do decorations. So: 1. How does one 

prepare the ground? 2. What paints does one use for stage 

decorations? 3. How does one prepare those paints? 4. The prices 

of the materials. Arieh, these are very important questions. My 

request from you is that as soon as you receive this letter please 

answer these questions as quickly as possible, because the time is 

short and there’s a lot of work to do.115

In his work as a teacher Allweil engaged in all the visual-art 

aspects required by the youth village and the school, including 

the designing of performances and events, and the décor for plays 

on subjects studied and for celebrations. From the little that has 

survived we can form an impression of the originality and the spirit 

of vitality that he was able to infuse into these events. In his estate 

we have found some collages of photographs that he made in the late 

’20s, in a form similar to the photo-montages created by the artist 

Moshe Raviv, who would later become a colleague of Allweil’s in 

Safed. Raviv had studied at the Bauhaus and had become acquainted 

with the innovative photography of the time, and his works were 

built from sharply contrasting cuttings, a form that he established 

in this country (he arrived here in 1934) in photographs of children 



84

116 / Moshe Vorobeichic-

Raviv, who in Paris was 

called Moi-Ver, was born 

in Vilna in 1904 and 

died in Safed in 1995. He 

immigrated to Palestine 

in 1934 and was one of the 

founders of the Artists 

Colony in Safed.

117 / The photographs 

were probably taken from 

works by professional 

photographers working 

for the Jewish Agency and 

the Jewish National Fund, 

who visited Shfeya and took 

photographs. 

118 / Haim Nahman Bialik, 

“To the Girls of Shfeya” 

(1927) (in Hebrew).

and youth arranged in sets of photo-collage. Allweil, of course, wasn’t 

familiar with the work of Raviv, whose book was only published in 

1931, in Paris,116 but his photo-collages are made in a similar fashion 

out of sections of many photographs,117 even though they seem to 

relate less to contemporary avant-garde art and more to the practice 

of a “work” of photography in the domestic space. In drawing on 

unconventional sources – forms that were prevalent in the design of 

family albums or in advertising – this was an innovation that infused 

the work with a unique dynamics between man and landscape, 

individual and group, ceremony and the mundane.

In contrast to the intensity and dynamism of the collages, the 

paintings that Allweil created in Shfeya project tranquility and 

restraint. His sketchbook accompanied him wherever he went: 

he drew the boys and girls in various postures – some of them 

ceremonial, with a pitcher on the head or a dove in the hand – 

but also in activities in the village, at work, at leisure, and playing 

music. The acerbic coloring, the prominent eyes, the protruding lips, 

the strong paint applications and the other characteristics of the 

portraits he created in Vienna, all seem to have become flatter and 

more moderate in these paintings. The color scale was lowered, and a 

harmonious and innocent character suffused the figures of the boys 

and girls, the postures and the compositions.

Soon after Allweil arrived in Shefeya, Haim Nahman Bialik visited 

the village and stayed there for three weeks, during which he wrote 

some poems. The unique blend of man and landscape is reflected 

in one of these Shfeya poems,118 which is close in spirit to Allweil’s 

collages and paintings:

In Shfeya there’s a grove of pine trees

and a booth for shade and leisure

And what else in Shfeya? Half a barn,

A third of a farmer strolling in a jacket,

A kind of slow crawling in a plateau,

A dry tree on a hilltop like a mast.
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119 / In that year, 1928, he 

also participated in another 

exhibition, with Batia 

Lishansky and Moshe Ziffer, 

at the Lemel School in 

Jerusalem.

120 / Allweil, “On the Art of 

Painting”, n. 112 above, pp, 

11–12.

Bialik dedicated the poem to the girls of Shfeya:

The learned city girls are numerous

But wiser than them all are the girls of Shfeya

In every science they have ten out of ten

They hear the language of gardens and fields

And the conversation of the full grain.

With the move to Shfeya, in 1928, Allweil participated in two 

constitutive exhibitions of Eretz-Israeli artists: the “Modern Artists” 

exhibition at the Ohel hut in Tel Aviv (where he showed a landscape 

painting from 1926), and the seventh exhibition of the “Hebrew 

Association of Painters” at David’s Tower in Jerusalem (where he 

showed several paintings: Arab Woman with Pitcher, Olives, A Boy 

from a Children’s Village, Rural Landscape with a Girl, and Nazareth 

Landscape).119 The subjects of his paintings – landscapes and figures – 

were not exceptional in the David’s Tower exhibition, where most of 

the works had similar titles.

Allweil wrote about these exhibitions and his feelings about 

them in an article in Hashomer Hatzair, a movement organ published 

abroad. He wrote it as “a letter to a comrade”, similarly to the 

intimate tone of Kehiliyateinu, and only between the lines reported 

about his difficulties, moments of crisis, and thoughts about the 

future. His description of his colleagues’ works reflects appreciation, 

identification, and solidarity. He particularly praised Reuven Rubin, 

whom he described as “the lion in the group, the first who has already 

paved a path of his own, after getting to know much of the wealth of 

modern European painting”.120 But for Allweil, the “wealth of modern 

European painting” was not only a source of inspiration but also an 

obstacle, a root of inner struggles, which found expression in several 

lines at the beginning of the article: “But the painter in this country – 

what is he to do? What schema is he to repeat, when he’s a plant that 

has been uprooted and he has to sink roots anew so as not to die, so as 

to live and create. And then all the tradition of Europe can become an 

obstacle. At times I think that it’s better to draw from the decorators 

of Arabia, Persia, India and even Japan than from Cézanne”. This 
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Drawings, late 1920s, clockwise from top left: graphite and crayon on paper, 28.5×23.5; 

graphite and crayon on paper, 22×29; graphite on paper, 22.8×29; graphite on paper, 29×22.7
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Drawings, late 1920s, clockwise from top left: graphite on paper, 22.5×28.5 ; watercolor on paper, 29×22.5; 

graphite on paper, 28×22; graphite on paper, 28×22
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Drawing, late 1920s, watercolor and Chinese ink on paper, 20×19.5
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Boy, late 1920s, oil on canvas, 40×41

Girls, late 1920s, oil on canvas, 51×66



90

121 / Ibid., p. 12.

122 / Ibid., p. 11.

turn to anonymous “decorator” artists, and to drawing from the art 

of the East, is worthy of attention and turns out to be a principle 

in Allweil’s path as an artist in Eretz-Israel, in his search for a route 

of his own outside the mainstream of modernist Western art that 

is signed, as it were, with the individualistic handwriting of the 

individual artist. The paragraph that began with the pain about his 

being “uprooted” ends on an optimistic and encouraging note: “In 

spite of everything! A group of people who are learning and suffering, 

serving and working, has been found in this country”.121

Allweil struggled with the landscape, or, more precisely, with 

the myth and the sublime meaning attributed to the Eretz-Israeli 

landscape, which to him was a troubling and exciting riddle. Like 

many artists before him and after him who arrived in this country 

from Europe, he looked for his way anew with the power of the local 

light, which upset all the color values he had acquired for himself 

in Vienna. The modern way of abstraction in painting was meant 

to bridge the gap between the worlds of myth and the view of the 

landscape, to serve as a “substitute for God”, as the poet Avraham 

Shlonsky expressed this in his opening address at the exhibition at 

the Ohel hut. Allweil sought an alternative way of confrontation 

with the country’s landscapes, and this is how he described them in 

his “Letter to a Comrade”:

The Land of Israel is a land of both paradise and hell. When God 

created the Land he raised it to a high peak and gave its nature 

qualities that are described by the adjective “noble”. Noble is the 

Land’s color – gray. The mountain, the camel, the donkey, the 

gazelle, the fields, the brambles – everything in it gray, the trees 

and the sky as well: gray gold, gray silver, gray-green, gray-red, 

gray that is like gold and silver. And the forms aren’t simple. 

they’re strange. The lines are full of vigor, and they’re pure, thin 

and delicate, twisting in a special and original way, as though 

growing from the soil’s heart to your heart. […] And I – I’m poor 

in words. How can I write about the beauty of the Land, it makes 

me feel a really physical pain.122



91He describes “Allweil” (he refers to himself here in the third person, 

having signed the article with his initials only) and his works very 

briefly: “Now he’s learning the alphabet anew, working and toiling, 

composing villages on mountains, Arab women with pitchers on 

their head, children. Seeking and clawing with his fingernails for the 

color and the form”.123 From the autobiographical remarks he wrote 

years later, it turns out that the crisis was acute:

My first paintings in this country didn’t go well. For two years 

I destroyed everything I painted. The Eretz-Israeli landscape 

denied itself to a painter from the Vienna woods. The thick 

gray and blue paint became yellowish and vague. The blazing 

sun tore my pictures with dullness. It’s not easy to “conquer” 

this landscape. A poet directed me to the Bible, and I’d ride a lot 

around the country on a donkey, and that helped me find ways of 

painting. I stayed in Nazareth one summer and there I made the 

first paintings that I didn’t tear up afterwards. The Eretz-Israeli 

landscape pushed all traces of cubism, and of Fauvism too, out 

of my paintings.124

He shared his experiences with Yaakov Koplewitz (Yeshurun 

Keshet), who had recently returned from a long stay abroad. In a letter 

he sent him, Koplewitz responded about this situation of returning 

to a zero point and noted that a new beginning “from A–B–C” is only 

natural for an artist who seeks to be true to himself. He encouraged 

Allweil, saying that “the heavy years” he had experienced here were 

not as empty as they seemed; rather, they were transition years – and 

recommended to him that he be “receptive” so that he could become 

“productive”. He concluded: “So what you lack is not feet to walk 

with but ways to walk in. When you get used to the blinding light, 

you’ll also find the ways!”125 A short time after this, Koplewitz-Keshet 

wrote a review of Allweil’s works that were exhibited at the Lemel 

School in Jerusalem, noting that they attest “to no small talent and 

to a persistent and stubborn quest for ways”. He added that “the 

nature of Eretz-Israel, its sun and its sky, its colors and shadows, are 

still somewhat foreign to him, but his European landscape paintings 

promise that the day will come when he will also feel closer to the 

123 / Ibid., p. 12.

124 / An Allweil Album, n. 35 

above, p. 79.

125 / Yaakov Koplewitz (Tel 

Aviv) to Allweil (Shfeya), 

21 May 1928 (in Hebrew); 

Allweil estate.
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Allweil” (1928) (in Hebrew), 

unidentified newspaper 

clipping in the Allweil 

archive.

127 / Mordechai Avi-Shaul, 

“Exhibitions”. Ketuvim 13:163 

(January 1930) (in Hebrew).

128 / Yaakov Koplewitz, 

“Eretz-Israeli Painters”, 

Moznayim 6:56 (June 1930), 9 

(in Hebrew).

129 / Shin Shalom, “Heavier 

than sea”, Moznayim 6:56 

(June 1930), 9 (in Hebrew).

nature in this country and will give us new works that are full of 

interest”.126 Another critic noted that in Allweil’s works so far one can 

identify “not only originality but also a searching for ways without 

the usual slogans”.127

A later article by Koplewitz (from 1930) deals with Allweil’s 

inner struggle with painting as representing a general phenomenon 

of “turning the pot upside-down, which Eretz-Israel causes to 

all painters who immigrate to it and try to conquer it with their 

characteristic markings”. Koplewitz described how successful Allweil 

had been in Vienna, yet here “his entire world of colors had gotten 

confused”, and he was still trying to grapple with the “dazzle” and 

doing this “with a goldish hue and a wooly and unitive character like 

flat fleece that’s drying in the gold of the morning” 

He called Allweil’s renewed efforts at this time to paint the 

country’s landscapes a “rebirth”, saying that perhaps in this rebirth 

he would find a way that is not based on “effects of light” but on 

“such a rule of color over the earth that knows that its godhood is in 

the heavens, on which it – the light – depends entirely!”128 It’s likely 

that the editor of Moznayim had Allweil in mind when he placed, 

beside this review, a poem by Shin Shalom that discusses poetry’s 

confrontation with the light and the landscape of Eretz-Israel:

Heavier than sea is Your vision, God,

Yet it hangs from a flimsy thread,

I almost saw it for an instant

And it was gone…

And after my seeing, what will the dead give me?

And all Your worlds, what are they to me?

Let my soul go out after it, 

Perhaps I’ll catch it.129
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Painting, late 1920s, oil on canvas, 40×50
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Painting, late 1920s, oil on canvas, 67×72.5
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Painting, late 1920s, oil on canvas, 67×72
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Painting, late 1920s, oil on canvas, 57×73.5
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Landscape, 1926, Chinese ink on paper, 23.5×33 ; Chinese ink and watercolor on paper, 33×41
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Landscape, 1926, Chinese ink and watercolor on paper, 33×41
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Landscape, late 1920s, oil on canvas, 40.5×54.5
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130 / Lani, “’Egged’ and 

‘Masad’: Exhibitions of 

Painters in Tel Aviv”, 

Haaretz, 10 January 1930 (in 

Hebrew).

131 / See an article 

remonstrating about 

what was being done at 
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132 / Arieh Allweil, A Study 

on the Art of Painting, 

Sculpture, Building (Tel Aviv: 

Sinai, 1962) (in Hebrew); 

Allweil, “Looking at Art 

Projects”, and “Learning 

Hebrew Calligraphy”, 

Ofakim 1:3, n. 90 above. 

Hebrew calligraphy and 

typographic design became 

the focus of his work 

towards the end of the ’30s 

and during the early ’40s, 

when he created linocut 

books and scrolls one after 

another. 

From Shfeya to Jerusalem and Tel Aviv

In 1930, after two years in Shfeya, Allweil moved to Jerusalem. For 

his livelihood he continued working as an art teacher, and taught 

painting, drawing, calligraphy, ornament, and how to view art. That 

year he already participated in the Artists Association exhibition at 

David’s Tower, and had an important status in it, for he gave the 

welcoming address on behalf of the artists. That year, too, he joined 

the Tel Aviv “Egged” group – a group of major artists headed by 

Yosef Zaritsky – and also exhibited with them in Tel Aviv. His works 

earned favorable reviews. One critic even wrote: “Allweil is the herald 

and the marker of the weighty inner growth of the group of Eretz-

Israeli painters. His paintings – especially Nitzhia and Goat Milking 

– are the most free of the local genre, and in this sense are the most 

outstanding in the exhibition”.130

Early in 1932 Allweil exhibited with Nahum Gutman and Pinhas 

Litvinovsky at the Bezalel National Museum in Jerusalem, in a 

show that included portraits (mainly of children) and landscapes 

of the Galilee, Jerusalem and Nazareth. In that year the founder of 

the Bezalel Art School and the Bezalel Museum in Jerusalem, Boris 

Schatz, passed away, and it was Allweil who gave the eulogy on 

behalf of the artists. In the local art circles there was a lot of criticism 

of Schatz and of Bezalel, which was perceived as suffering from 

conservatism, emphasizing craft, and rejecting the spirit of the time 

in world art,131 but Allweil seems to have been speaking from deep in 

his heart when he lamented the great loss of “the creator of Jewish 

art”. His being chosen to give the eulogy attests to his senior position, 

but in the eulogy itself there are already discernible signs of the 

increasing disparity between his view of the art that is appropriate 

in this country and the views of those of his colleagues who were 

among the leading figures in the inner art circles. During those years, 

the early ’30s, Allweil published pedagogical articles about education 

in art viewing, a field he’d begun developing in the children’s villages 

at Givat Hamoreh and Shfeya (in the early ’60s he also published a 

book on the subject), as well as an article about Hebrew calligraphy.132 

At this time he became more active for the cause of researching and 

disseminating Jewish art, and toiled – in collaboration with Natan 



102 Bistritzky (the author, and the editor of Kehiliyateinu) – on The 

Book of [Jewish] Holidays.133 In his work on this book Allweil took it 

upon himself to put together a section on art education, in which 

he included reproductions of folk art beside works by children 

that he collected from educational institutions in the country. In 

his introduction to the book he thanks Mordechai Narkiss for his 

assistance in collecting the material, and Professor Max Eisler 

from Vienna for looking through the collection and making expert 

remarks. He concisely expressed his criticism of what was being 

done in the country in the field of Jewish art in a few sentences of 

the introduction: “There is no place in the world today where the 

research of Hebrew art is being concentrated. Precious projects, 

pearls of Hebrew creation, are daily being lost in their entirety. Who, 

if not the university in Jerusalem, is to awaken to this task?”134

During the 1930 summer vacation Allweil visited his parents 

in Galicia, and also traveled to Austria and Poland. In the summer 

and autumn of 1931 he stayed at his parents’ home in Galicia once 

again.135 One purpose of his travels in Europe was to collect materials 

on Jewish art; another was to be active among Jewish educational 

institutions. He visited his parents again in the summer of 1934, and 

the last time he saw them – according to the documents in his estate 

– was when he visited them in 1936.

In 1932 Allweil moved from Jerusalem to Tel Aviv,136 and when 

his solo exhibition opened at the Tel Aviv Museum in 1933 he was 

already married to the poet Esther Raab,137 and was living with her 

in the “Red House” on the seashore – a building in the International 

Style (planned by Zeev Rechter) that was known as a center for 

intellectuals and artists. The exhibition of 37 paintings in oil on 

canvas from the past two years was accompanied by a fine catalogue. 

It seems that an additional exhibition was held concurrently, of 

Allweil’s lithographs (perhaps of the Gray Tura series), for there is 

a placard announcing “Allweil, Exhibition of Lithographs”, dated 15 

December 1933. The catalogue did not contain a curator’s text, only 

biographical notes, but in one of the periodicals of that time there 

appeared a review by Dr. Karl Schwarz, who had just arrived from 

Berlin – after establishing the Jewish Museum there in 1933 – to 

become the director of the young Tel Aviv Museum. In his review 

133 / The Book of [Jewish] 

Holidays, ed. Natan 

Bistritzky (Jewish National 

Fund, 1934) (in Hebrew). On 

the beginnings of Allweil’s 

activity in this project, see 

Bistritzky’s letter to him, 

11 May 1931 (in Hebrew); 

Allweil estate.

134 / Arieh Allweil, 

“Introduction to Artistic 

Material”, typewritten page, 

1 August 1934 (in Hebrew); 

Allweil estate.
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Dr. Y. Lurie, Director of 

the Education Department 

in the Jewish Agency 

Executive, and of Dr. 

Avraham Hanassi, Director 

of the Shfeya Children’s 

Village, 9 June 1930. A letter 

Allweil sent from Bobrka 

is dated 5 August 1931, and 

another, to Dr. Mann of the 

Jewish National Fund, is 
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in writing.

136 / Until 1932 he was still 

obligated to continue his 

work in Jerusalem, and from 

1934 on he already taught 

in Tel Aviv, at the Ledugma 

and Geulah schools, the 

Mizrahi Young Women’s 

House, and the Art Teachers 

College.

137 / They married in late 

1932.
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Schwarz noted the formal simplification in Allweil’s works, which 

present “a part of the whole in such a way that it looks like an entity 

in itself”, and emphasized their materiality, their chunkiness, and 

“the broad and pervasive sweep of his brushwork”. In those places 

where Allweil depicted figures of people or animals, Schwarz found 

them artificial.138

Schwarz was not yet familiar with the art discourse in this 

country, which rejected rough and “artificial” materiality of the kind 

Allweil developed in his work, but the reservations he expressed 

went hand in hand with the mainstream of local art, in which the 

personal, intimate, lyrical line that conducted a dialogue with the 

current trends in Europe was predominant. Allweil was striving 

for the opposite option, for a depiction of landscape that was not a 

continuation of “European painting in Palestine”, as someone wrote 

in one of the few reviews in which his work was discussed on its own 

terms and not from the perspective of the local art scene. This intent 

“demands an inner revolution in the soul of the artist”, the author 

wrote appreciatively.139 Allweil’s exhibition at the Tel Aviv Museum 

initiated a discussion about the possibility of an original art in a 

land of immigration, whose painters are influenced by the trends 

prevalent in their countries of origin and in the world’s art centers. 

Allweil, “the fighter”, one sympathetic critic noted, “struggles with 

Nature, he struggles with light colors, earth, water and people. […] 

his strong and sometimes wilful personality permeates every picture 

of his”.140 Another critic noted the quiet character of the works – “A 

clarity that comes only after many self-questionings, a juicy quiet 

that is full of content, without any arrogance or raucousness” – and 

praised his original confrontation with the local light: “Allweil is also 

the first of our painters to find the bluish color that always envelops 

the Eretz-Israeli landscape”.141

In the summer of 1934 Esther Raab and Arieh Allweil traveled to 

Galicia to visit his family, and then to Paris.142 For Raab, born in the 

Yishuv in Palestine, the encounter in Galicia with Allweil’s “diasporic” 

family was a difficult one.143 They had a successful stay in Paris, where 

they met artists, especially Hannah Orloff (it’s also possible that an 

exhibition of Allweil’s works was held at one of the galleries in Paris 
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In 1935 Allweil and Raab returned to Palestine and got divorced. 

In the biography of Raab their separation is described from her point 

of view, which is not always in line with information from other 

sources. Thus, for example, she mentions tension between Allweil 

and Haim Gliksberg – but it is known that a short time after this 

the two artists joined the “Group of Eight”, worked and exhibited 

together, and were on good terms with one another. Another member 

of this group was Ziona Tagger, who was also a frequent visitor at 

Raab’s home. In the late ’30s the members of the group used to meet 

regularly at Nahum Gutman’s and Reuven Rubin’s homes to share 

ideas and directions. They initiated exhibitions, prizes and events, 

and it does not appear that past disputes marred their relationships.

In 1938 Allweil married Rachel Bugrashov, a painter, and the 

daughter of Dr. Haim Bugrashov. They lived in Tel Aviv, and over 

the years had three children: Ruth, Nava and Hillel. Hillel, who was 

born in 1947, was named after Arieh’s father. The last letter Allweil 

had received from him (and from either of his parents) contained 

congratulations on the birth of their first daughter. “To Arieh and 

Rachel, ‘our pearl’”, the father wrote, and added, “When will we see 

each other, my dear… The situation now is hard, will I yet see a letter 

from you… Write, may God help”.144 Allweil’s parents perished in the 

Holocaust, and feelings of guilt and pain at this loss accompanied 

Allweil all his life:

Sometimes I paint, in the sky, the branches of the tree in whose 

shadow I sit. And what do I see there? My father and my mother 

being led to the incinerators. Every day. Or a different dream: 

I’m kneeling and holding my father in my arms like a baby. 

He’s wearing his boots and a leather work jacket. His beard is 

overgrown. Suddenly there’s a red explosion everywhere, and 

the skeletons of a huge black building, and the background – 

the fire. My face is in a puddle; a tank slides over me; cohorts 

are pounding on the door – is it possible to paint this the way 

Hieronymus Bosch painted?145

In the years between the beginning and the end of the Second World 

144 / Letter in Yiddish from 

Allweil’s father, 1939; Allweil 

estate.

145 / An Allweil Album, n. 35 

above, p. 78.
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146 / He bought the house 

in 1953. Allweil used to show 

his works in an abandoned 

bath house covered with a 

high blue dome, which he 

cleaned and arranged as a 

display space that he called 

“The Blue Dome”. The 

house was at some distance 
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so several years later he 
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work in. He used to travel 
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there to paint (his family 

would join him during 

summer vacations); he also 

died there in 1967.

War (1939–1945), Allweil completed a series of books of linocuts that 

he drew and wrote, in which he conducted a personal dialogue with 

layers of illustrative and writing culture and of Jewish history. The 

series consisted of five books, among them the biblical books of 

Amos and Lamentations, which are perhaps the hardest and most 

acerbic of his works. In these linocuts Allweil carved not only the 

pictures but also the letters, which he designed and drew one by one. 

He printed each of the books himself, manually, in editions of 100 

copies, bound the pages into books and signed them with the logo 

of the independent publishing firm he founded and named after his 

father: Hillel Publishers. At a later stage he also published printed 

editions of a handwritten and illustrated Passover Haggadah, and 

devoted his time to printmaking.

At the same time he continued grappling with painting the 

local landscape, especially around Zikhron Yaakov and afterwards 

around Safed, where he bought a house.146 On the face of it there 

is no connection between the two main directions Allweil engaged 

in during his mature period – the linocuts and the “decorative” 

landscape paintings – yet the spirit of his earlier work seems to pulse 

in both (and in the distinctive affinity between them). They create 

an opening for a freer and deeper power of expression, which leads 

from the fragile threshold between nightmare and utopia to a world 

of fantasy that is anchored in collective layers. The final section of 

this essay will be devoted to this subject.
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Portrait, early 1930s, oil on canvas, 29.5×23.5
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Fortress in Judea, 1932, oil on canvas, 63.5×85
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Safed, 1933, graphite, watercolor and tempera on paper, 33×50
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Landscape, 1932, Chinese ink on paper, 35×50

Jerusalem, 1932, Chinese ink on paper, 31×50
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Trees, early 1930s, oil on paper and plywood, 56.8×75
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Goats, early 1930s, oil on canvas, 46×55
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Woman, 1932, oil on canvas, 73.3×59
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Woman sitting, 1932, oil on canvas, 60.2×73.5
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Interior, c. 1934, oil on canvas, 46.5×55

Landscape, 1940s, oil on canvas, 50×65
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Landscape, 1940s, oil on canvas, 48.5×59
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Landscape, 1930s, oil on canvas, 68×90
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Portrait, 1930s, oil on canvas, 32.5×44

Landscape, 1930s, oil on canvas, 44×55.3
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Interior, 1959, oil on canvas, 67×51
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The Artist’s Daughter Playing, 1959, oil on canvas, 64.5×50
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In Father’s and Mother’s Home (from The Anonymous Jew) 1939, linocut
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Letters and Figures

A print dedicated to his parents opens the first of the series of 

books of linocuts that Allweil created.147 Titled In Father’s and 

Mother’s Home, it shows the figures of his mother and his father the 

metalsmith in a condensed structure in which the parents look like 

large wings spreading protectively on either side of the little boy 

seated on the metalsmith’s anvil. Max Brod, in his introduction to 

the book, expatiated on biographical contexts, focusing on those 

typical of Allweil’s generation.“The father is serious and God-fearing, 

a craftsman, he holds a blacksmith’s hammer in his hand, and the 

mother – in her face we can discern something of the atmosphere 

of the village that also serves as a background for the picture. This is 

one of the villages in Eastern Europe – in Poland, Lithuania or Russia 

– a village built on a plain with low wooden houses, which sends the 

children of the Jews who live in it to the heder.”148

Allweil was proud of his father’s craft, and his memories of 

the smithy and of his parents’ home are suffused with warmth 

and esteem (similar feelings are evoked in depictions by Moshe 

Kupferman, whose grandfather was a coppersmith). The discourse 

of the period attached an aura of prestige to the metalwork shop, to 

the process of giving a form to the primal material, to the mastery 

of the material’s natural strength, to the determination and the 

skill entailed in shaping a mass of metal lying on the anvil. The 

smithy was associated with the human warmth of a craft that was 

not enveloped in village romanticism, for the pulse of the modern 

era was present in the work of the metalsmith; but the distinctive 

expression of the centrality of metalsmithing in the spirit of the time 

of Allweil’s parents – the days of the “Love of Zion” (Hibat Tziyon) and 

the beginnings of Zionism – was to be found mainly in the Hebrew 

literature of the Revival period, not in the visual arts. It was only in 

the first decade of the State of Israel that sculpting in iron became a 

leading medium in Israeli art, and then it bore a different character: 

abstract, secondary use of iron junk which was associated with local 

memory of wrecked armored cars and sunken boats, far from the 

figure of the smith in the Diaspora.

Allweil developed his path with some affinity to the currents in 
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local and world painting, but seems to have moved away from the 

“new discourse” that was prevalent among the artists of the center, 

and from the “lyrical abstraction” that characterized their work. He 

wove a dialogue with authors and poets and did not turn his back 

on the past, perhaps similarly to his close friend Uri Zvi Greenberg, 

in whose poetry the smith symbolized the creative artist and his 

work was a metaphor for the complex process of creation. Greenberg 

was connected with the visual arts (he also drew) and took part in 

organizing the “Exhibition of Modern Artists” at the Ohel hut, and 

the deep connection between him and Allweil – a collaboration of 

many years – may indicate Allweil’s alterity among his fellow painters. 

The poet and the artist were alike in their tendency to question 

conventional rules of harmony, in their revulsion for uncritical 

adoption of Western aesthetic principles that were rooted in anti-

Semitic Christian tradition, in their striving for a raw, as-it-were 

non-artistic utterance that echoes “true” life rather than “isms”. In 

this spirit, the smith in Greenberg’s poetry is presented as a model 

of a man of labor and truth, in contrast to a sculpture in cold marble 

that is entirely aestheticism for its own sake, stylistic beautification 

and “artistic” cladding.149

Zionist thinkers pondered deeply about how to define the nature 

and character of “Jewish art” after the “culture polemic” of the early 

20th century, which revolved around the question of the role of 

art and culture in the nation building project. Raw utterance that 

projects simplicity and modesty, respect of craft, with an emphasis 

on the human dimension and questions of morality – all these were 

perceived as the characteristics of “Jewish art”, which in the Yishuv 

became “Hebrew art”. It is not superfluous to reiterate that the 

central path of art in Israel, the path of modern art, always tended in 

a direction diametrically opposed to what was perceived as Jewish art, 

not only on the levels of content but also in the means of utterance 

and the style. An important place was given to landscape painting, 

for Hebrew art grew as it were of itself in an unmediated affinity with 

the air, the light, the biblical heritage and the environment of Hebrew 

culture – and Allweil, too, engaged with this all his life. Except that 

Allweil also saw himself as continuing the path of the Jewish artists. 

He was proud of his origins – of his father the metalsmith, who is 
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150 / An Allweil Album, n. 35 

above, p. 80.

151 / Handwritten notes, 

Allweil estate.

152 / Arieh Allweil, Notes 

to A Passover Haggadah, 

handwritten text (probably 

early ’60s), Allweil estate.

depicted in his drawings as strong and powerful and possessing a 

lively sense of humor, and of the landscapes of his rural childhood, 

which in his paintings appear spacious and open, completely different 

from the prevalent images of the painfilled Diaspora.

Already in his youth, during the ’20s, Allweil did not incline 

towards a dichotomous view of the Land of Israel and the Diaspora, 

and he even used to point to the affinity between the landscapes 

of his childhood in the town and those of Zikhron Yaakov and 

Shfeya. Even if he believed that there was no future for Jews in the 

Diaspora and tried to persuade his parents to migrate to Palestine, 

he continued to cherish the Jewish cultural heritage and also actively 

worked to preserve and revive it. He viewed Jewish art as the point 

of departure for his own work, and put other sources of inspiration 

in second place: “The first art I saw was in the wall paintings and 

the huge copper menorah in the synagogue, in tombstones in the 

cemetery and in the stained glass painting of a huge angel in the 

railway station in Lvov”, he wrote,150 and elsewhere he added: “I of 

course studied the craft of painting in several cities in Europe, but 

these only added some touches, learning the formal values, line, 

color, form, to materialize my childhood days. Some people say that 

these are among the truest in feeling and the best in form of the 

things I’ve produced.”151

In his younger days in Bitanya Ilit, Allweil believed that he 

needed to go and “look for his shadow”, not for the aura of the “I” 

in the spirit of the modern art that was becoming established in the 

local art scene. In his early Gray Tura series, Allweil brought to the 

surface a complex world that draws upon the depths of the collective 

and private memory, and engaged with the unconscious of Jewish 

identity. In writings from the ’60s he emphasized the roots of Jewish 

culture even more, and he seems to have strengthened the weight 

of the collective, and made it more pointed: “I’m no more than 

yet another painter who paints for the sacred writings since Dura 

Europos and to this day, in a garment that is not new but renovated. 

I’m only one link in a team. The team takes part in the torch-bearing 

race of the Jewish person. These are the first pages of a new Israeli art. 

I know more flaws in my paintings than any critic does – and if I’m 

given the opportunity, I will fix them to the best of my true ability”.152 
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153 / Brod, Introduction, 

n. 148 above, p. i.

154 / To the Shore, 32 

Drawings by Arieh Allweil, 

with an Introduction by 

Max Brod and pieces of 

literature edited by A. 

Rosenzweig (Tel Aviv: 

Yavneh, 1954) (in Hebrew). 

The pieces of literature 

that accompany the 

drawings were chosen 

by their content. Among 

those chosen were pieces 

by Berdichevsky, Bialik, 

Shofman, Brenner, and 

Gordon.

155 / The title From a Tour of 

the Land [in Hebrew: Mitur 

Haaretz] evokes a contrast 

to the title of Allweil’s first 

book of prints, Gray Tura [in 

Hebrew: Tura Afurah].

It’s not unlikely that his reservations about a coherent identity of an 

“I” (in Bitanya and in general), and about an essentialistic conception 

of the “individual” in the modernist sense, influenced his emphasis 

on the collective identity while eschewing the subjective dimension 

and the antagonistic element entailed in singularity. If this was 

indeed the case, it would have blocked the way to the world of dream 

and hallucination that was painted at the beginning of this book, and 

this constitutive tension designates the final chapter in the story of 

Arieh Allweil.

Despite its generic character, The Anonymous Jew – Allweil’s first 

book of prints – is nourished not a little by his biographical roots. Not 

only does the book open with a picture of Allweil’s parents, but in its 

last section there is a picture of Dov Ofer’s grave, with Bitanya Ilit in 

the background. As in Allweil’s writings, the expression in the prints 

is concise, compressed and direct. Max Brod, in his Introduction, 

emphasized that “The artist executes his craft in a condensed and 

vigorous style; he draws only a few lines, like a narrator that does 

not speak profusely and as a consequence foregrounds the simplicity 

and the general value of what he recounts.” This work by Allweil, 

Brod added, transcends the limits of biography, because it has found 

here “so concentrated and particular an expression that it becomes, 

together with this, the song of man, the song of struggling humanity 

which, in its aspiration for the light, will ultimately overcome all 

obstacles”.153 In 1954 Allweil published a new version of the book, 

adding pieces of literature that expanded the scope of its contents, 

and also gave it a more “dynamic” name – To the Shore – with an 

emphasis on the story of the anonymous pioneer who arrives in the 

Land of Israel to build it and to be built in it, and pays for this with 

his life.154

The Anonymous Jew is the first of three books Allweil published in 

1939 under the “Hillel” imprint, the name Allweil gave the publishing 

firm he established in honor of his father. He gave the firm this name 

while his parents were still alive, before anyone imagined that this 

dedication would soon turn into a memorial for Holocaust victims. 

The two other books are From a Tour of the Land,155 containing 

linocuts of landscapes and pieces of literature, and The Book of Ruth, 

illustrated with 26 prints. In these books, which he created before 
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156 / Naftali Schneid, 

“A. Allweil’s Illustrative 

Graphics”, Gazit, 8:11–12 

(August 1946), p. 41 (in 

Hebrew).

157 / Y. Mistakel [Yehoshua 

Yavin], “Illustrations to the 

Book of Amos by Arieh 

Allweil” (April 1941) (in 

Hebrew), unidentified 

newspaper clipping, Allweil 

estate.

World War II, the anguished pain and the nightmarish horror that 

characterize his next books are still absent, although in the seemingly 

idyllic From a Tour of the Land a nerval web of menace and dread stirs 

beneath the surface of the landscape, for example in the vista of open 

landscape that serves as a strange realistic backdrop for two donkeys 

dying. It’s interesting that in the entire album there is not one picture 

of a kibbutz landscape, or a representation of social communality and 

fraternity that corresponds to the apparent idyll of the landscape.

In Allweil’s illustrated Book of Ruth – the most naive of his 

books and the first in which he tried his hand at carving an entire 

text from the biblical sources in Hebrew letters (including enlarged 

initial letters decorated and illustrated in the traditional way) – his 

personal utterance emerges in the formatting, the design of the title 

page, the typography of the titles and the positioning of the letters 

on the page. After The Book of Ruth Allweil created some more 

illustrated and handwritten books, a rare instance of an Eretz-Israeli 

artist who engages in the culture of writing and embraces all aspects 

of typography, design, illustration and production. This complicated 

work, which requires much persistence – cutting and carving the 

plates, printing the pages, folding and binding them – expresses 

honor to the craft, as an extraordinary gesture in the contexts of the 

time. “A creation has to give the impression of bread that has fallen 

from heaven, without plowing and harvesting”, an author who well 

discerned the distinctiveness of Allweil’s work wrote in the Gazit 

periodical. He added that at this time there was no appreciation of 

difficult craft, and that with the prevalence of the sharp distinction 

“between craft, which is as-it-were inferior, and art, which is 

superior”, Allweil’s work, which does not concern itself with these 

categories, stands out as unique.156

The leading artists and art critics of those days did not relate to 

this impressive project of Allweil’s – but in some other, more inter-

disciplinary contexts, his work received attention, with emphasis on 

the importance of the book medium: “Among all the branches of the 

art of painting, graphics and the art of book ornamentation is the 

branch that has the deepest roots in our past: during the thousands 

of years of our being in exile we neglected the art of painting, but we 

always cultivated paintings in books and the illustration of books”.157 
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127It was noted that the roots of the art of the book and the Jewish 

illustrations of the Bible go deep into the past, as evinced by the 

Dura-Europos paintings from the third century CE. These frescoes, 

the “comics” of antiquity, were seen (after their discovery in the 

1920s) as proof that Jewish illustrative art had indeed existed in the 

past, even if most if it hadn’t survived. Moreover, the ancient Jewish 

iconography of biblical illustration constituted a starting point for 

Christian iconography, which centered on stories of the Old and 

New Testaments.

Although the extraordinary context was the art of the Jewish 

book, it is also important to emphasize that Allweil was exceptionally 

well versed in all the practical, material and visual aspects of the 

medium, all of which he executed with his own hands. During his 

period of studies in Vienna Allweil was influenced by the work of 

Rudolf von Larisch, his teacher at the academy, who was considered 

the reviver of calligraphy in Austria in the early 20th century and 

who developed it in the spirit of what he called “the language of 

materials”, and focused on the influence of the implements and the 

materials on the form of the written letter. Those were the days of 

the great flowering of the expressionist art of the book in German 

culture, and the golden age of the book in the interdisciplinary 

works of the Yiddish avant-garde in Eastern Europe. Haim Nahman 

Bialik, for example, who stayed in Berlin in the early ’20s, devoted 

much attention to the design and typography of books, and Uri Zvi 

Greenberg’s publications, too, were conspicuous as distinctive art 

works that combine text and design. Greenberg was also a printer, 

and the typography, the form and the material in his book were 

inseparable from the precision and the power of his poetic utterance. 

It was therefore the literary critics of the time who understood the 

conceptual context entailed in Allweil’s work in the book medium, 

and appreciated the calligraphy that he developed in his books: “The 

generations-old nobility of the marvelous Hebrew letter, the form of 

which was determined by the sacred scribes, has been given a new 

architectonic grace in Allweil’s work, both in its structure and in its 

relations with the other letters in the line and between the lines. The 

body of the letter and its ornamentation, its place in the space and 

the reciprocal influence between it and the illustration beside it – 

 < Double-page spreads from The Book of Ruth, 1939, linocuts
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158 / D.A. Friedman, “With 

Pen and Gouge: A. Allweil’s 

Book of Illustrations”, 

Davar, 19 March 1941 (in 

Hebrew).

159 / From the minutes 

of a session of the “Letter 

Committee”, 1 February 

1940 (typewritten); 

participants: Allweil, M.A. 

Biegel, Y. Gur-Arie, Dr. 

Yaakov Levi. Levin Kipnis; 

Allweil estate ((in Hebrew).

160 / See an exchange of 

letters from 1949 with Elazar 

Livni, and drafts of a letter 

to the editor of Haaretz 

(which was not published) 

following publication of 

an article by Mordechai 

Narkiss (Haaretz, 13 May 

1949) that praised the use 

of Francesca Baruch’s new 

font in the book of President 

Weizmann’s memoirs, 

published by Schocken; 

Allweil estate. See also Uri 

Zvi Greenberg’s poem on 

the sacredness of the letters 

of the Hebrew alphabet, in 

his book House Dog (1929), 

and “On Script”, Collected 

Writings of Uri Zvi Greenberg, 

vol. 2 (Jerusalem: Bialik 

Institute, 1990–2013), pp, 

75–76 (all texts in Hebrew).

these are all problems that Allweil has evidently engaged with most 

seriously”.158

Allweil worked in the calligraphic tradition of the Jewish sacred 

scribes (sofrei stam), not in the typographic tradition, which adapted 

the Hebrew letter to the innovations of print. In the early ’40s he 

was a member of the “Letter Committee”, which was appointed to 

determine a uniform shape for the letters to be used in the Hebrew 

schools. Here he found himself in opposition to Levin Kipnis and 

other proponents of changing the Hebrew letter. Allweil, in contrast, 

did not believe that the contemporary Hebrew script was “lacking in 

rhythm”, and opposed any radical change of the Hebrew letter to make 

writing more flowing. The Hebrew script, he claimed, had a special 

rhythm of its own, and it would be wrong to impose upon it artificial 

linkages between the letters similarly to the flowing writing that 

had developed of itself in other languages, in the course of time, and 

only between certain letters. Instead of this, he argued, an example 

should be taken from the Japanese, and he recommended “finding 

a graphic average among the letters that were used by the various 

waves of Jewish immigration to this country”, for if radical changes 

were introduced into the shapes of the letters “the fathers will not 

be able to read what their children write”.159 Allweil was pained by 

what he saw as a mistaken adoption of typographic innovation in 

the daily press, and also objected to typographical innovations such 

as the “Schocken” font designed by Francesca Baruch (in response to 

an invitation by Schocken Publishers to organize manual type into a 

mechanical typesetting system)  in which he found professional flaws. 

It may be assumed that with the loss resulting from the Holocaust, 

Allweil’s devotion to the traditional Hebrew letter was reinforced as 

an obligation to a world that had been destroyed, and that he joined 

Uri Zvi Greenberg in seeing the ancient letters as bearing meanings 

and depths in their very forms (though he had his own interpretation 

of these meanings).160

Leafing through Allweil’s books shows his calligraphic develop-

ment in gouging in linoleum, a less traditional medium than writing 

with a pen as the sacred scribes do. From 1940 on, Allweil’s gouging 

of letters becomes more and more traditional, both in the form of the 

letters and in the design of the page. It is no coincidence that in copy-
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161 / An Allweil Album, n. 35 

above, p. 78.

ing the text of the Book of Esther, whose subject is anti-Semitism and 

extermination, Allweil used a Gothic font of the type that came back 

into use during the Nazi period – thus adding a new interpretation 

to the book.

In the autobiographical remarks that he wrote at a later stage, 

Allweil related to the variegated forms of the Hebrew letter in the 

dispersions, and to its beauty at the time of the Second Temple, a 

period he felt close to, and he also expressed his appreciation of the 

beauty of how the Sephardic Hebrew letter was constructed: “I have 

a fondness for the Sephardic Hebrew letter, whether written, carved 

in marble, or cut in copper, I loved these letters in my childhood, I 

carved them thirty years ago, on marble tombstones in Kinneret, and 

the most beautiful of all that I’ve seen are the letters from the Dead 

Sea Scrolls”.161 Nonetheless, Allweil did not brew a new form in an 

encounter of East and West; the uniqueness of his work lies in the 

dialogue that he conducted with the tradition he had grown up in 

and in which he had found his way as a painter, to create a letter that 

is a figure, a world of life, a memory.

Nightmare Dystopia

Shock at the war’s horrors and deep lamentation reverberate through 

Allweil’s work, first in The Book of Amos from 1940, then The Book 

of Lamentations which he completed in 1943, and The Book of Ruth, 

which he worked on for several years and completed in 1944. Already 

in the early ’40s scraps of information about what was happening 

in Europe began reaching Palestine, and Allweil punctiliously 

gathered information from newspapers, mostly in Yiddish. With 

his sharp intuition he read between the lines of photographs and 

headlines, listened to radio broadcasts in Yiddish, and knew no 

rest. He interspersed visual information from “there” in his visual 

interpretations of biblical texts, creating topical enlivenments of 

the ancient scrolls which until then had never been fully illustrated. 

His works annotated the scriptural books with new body gestures 

and juxtaposed scenes of memory with the traumas of a collapsing 

world. In a surviving fragment of a letter, Allweil wrote to a friend: 
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addressee, Tel Aviv, 

September 1942 (in Hebrew). 

In the letter, which is 

partly torn, he notes that 

he has almost completed 

the “writing” of the texts 

of Lamentations and Esther; 

Allweil estate.

“In Lamentations I want to present a total chapter of calamities 

without any cheap emphasis of topicality, and to conclude with 

four paintings of a future apotheosis to ‘Return us, Lord, to You, 

and we will return; renew our days as of old’”. He went on to ask 

for assistance in researching the interpretative background of 

Lamentations: “Unfortunately I lack full knowledge of the material, 

that is, of all that has grown around this text in the Midrash and 

through to modern research. I need a comprehensive summary of 

all this. In the five chapters of Lamentations there are repetitions of 

horrors, as well as a jumble of scenes of destruction of the individual, 

the people, the kingdom [… torn]”.162

A photograph from a newspaper of the period found in his estate 

carries the caption “The Gestapo transporting Jews. The destination:  

a concentration camp”. In Allweil’s work, the photograph of the 

bearded men crammed together in the back of the open truck, 

perhaps on their way to a concentration camp, connects with one 

of his illustrations to Lamentations: “They have been considered 

stealthy villains [&/or: vessels of clay]”. It is commonly thought today 

that the Nazis consistently used traditional anti-Semitic propaganda 

which linked Jews with pests that spread epidemics and disasters in 

order to prepare the ground for their extermination.

Newspaper clipping, early 1940s: “The Gestapo transporting Jews”
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“They have been considered stealthy villains [&/or: vessels of clay]” (from The Book of Lamentations), 1943, linocut



134 All of Allweil’s books, and Amos in particular, conduct a covert 

dialogue with his early Gray Tura series. The dense materiality and 

the dusty layer of the lithograph are replaced by the depth and the 

diversity of the lines gouged in the linoleum, like ground layers. The 

composition is oblique rather than centered, threatening to burst out 

of the frame of the format, creating depth and drama, and at times 

looks like a burnt negative with its changes of emphasis of black 

and white. A grave-like underground space already appeared among 

the pages of Gray Tura (perhaps as an allusion to the resurrection 

of the dead), a naked figure with a strange face sitting in it – and 

in Amos, too, there is an underground space, with two animal-like 

figures lurking in the darkness, their eyes and teeth gleaming as in 

a nightmare. This print has the caption “If they row in Sheol”. In 

Amos the bodies of a man and a woman coiled around one another 

that appeared in Gray Tura have become a scene of direct violence, 

in which the black silhouette of the rapist looks like a swastika. In 

the massacre scene “Your sons and your daughters will fall to the 

sword”, the infant from Gray Tura – a Cupid with its baby folds – 

appears, but here it refers to the universal theme of “the slaughter of 

the innocents”; likewise, the barred window we recall from Allweil’s 

A Dream and from Gray Tura appears this time on the background of 

expulsion and wandering: “The city from which a thousand go forth 

shall have a hundred left”. The picture shows an old man embracing 

a parchment scroll, and soldiers in military coats and helmets. The 

head of one of the soldiers is actually a skull, a death’s head, and in 

the depths of the print a woman is embracing a little girl.

In his next works Allweil developed the theme of expulsion, 

which in his notes he characteristically associated with his parents’ 

home:

They left the fire and smoke of the town. In my town there was 

a man called Shohat, Moshe Shohat, and he would pass before 

the Holy Ark on holy days. That’s how I remember him and as I 

saw him afterwards in Rembrandt’s paintings. He always walked 

among those emerging, with a Torah scroll in his arms. My father 

on his left, supporting his stumbling big granddaughter. The 

children beside my mother. The little one in the grandfather’s 
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Passover Haggadah, n. 152 

above.

164 / Allweil had planned to 

complete yet another book 

in the series, 

165 / Allweil, Notes to A 

Passover Haggadah, n. 152 

above.

arms. The houses on the hill “behind the mill” are burning. And 

in the flames, “the eternal wanderer”. The woman who expired 

by the side of the road embracing her baby. Where did they go?163

Actually it was in The Book of Amos, which he worked on in 1939 

and 1940, before the extermination was even conceived, that Allweil 

created the harshest scenes, and did not recoil from pictures of 

horror that verged on madness: not wild hallucinations but the real 

world of a generation that had experienced unimaginable cruelty 

in pogroms, in attacks by Arabs during the riots in Palestine, while 

the most terrible calamity was yet to happen. In 1944, the year when 

the extent of the catastrophe became known, Allweil concluded the 

series with The Book of Esther in black-and-white with stains of blood 

red – but at that time a sliver of hope still glimmered, expressed in his 

dedication: “To my parents Hillel and Sarah, somewhere”.164

In 1944 figures of ghetto fighters appeared in his work (the 

Warsaw Ghetto Uprising occurred in April-May 1943), and these too 

were linked with his father and persons he had admired during his 

childhood. He didn’t know what had happened to his parents, but 

he wrote:

My father, a brawny craftsman, was stronger than his sons 

even when he was 65, which was the last time I saw him. 

He is among the bearers of the arms of liberation who were 

condemned to death – and I grieve the death of this father 

somewhere by asphyxiation with gas, a bullet, or hunger. The 

prayer leader, Moyshe Shohet, he’s my spiritual hero, and he 

walks at the head of the congregation out of the burned town. 

Froym [Ephraim], the huge carter, a brave hero who used to 

inflict pain on drunken gentile rioters, and would kill attacking 

Ukrainian soldiers mercilessly, and now he’s at the head of the 

last ghetto fighters.165

Elsewhere, he recalled other heroes of his youth:

Polish soldiers cut off Shmuel Katz’s beard before my eyes. My 

father was dragged to the Brygidki Prison in Lvov, and it was a 
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Pages from The Festival of Freedom 1948: Chapters for Passover Celebrations

< Double-page spreads from The Book of Amos, 1940, linocuts
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166 / Handwritten notes, 

Allweil estate.

167 / For the Festival of 

Freedom 5708: Chapters 

for Passover Celebrations, 

written and illustrated by 

Arieh Allweil (1948). An 

enlargement of the cover 

of this booklet, signed 

by Haganah fighters on 

the eve of setting out to a 

battle from which most of 

them did not return, is on 

display at the Yad Mordechai 

museum.

168 / Passover Haggadah for 

Soldiers of the Israel Defense 

Forces (Chief Military 

Rabbinate, 1949).

169 / A handwritten 

confirmation (signed by 

Carmela, Training and 

Absorption Camp, Palmach 

HQ) stating that “The 

painter Arieh Allweil is 

painting murals for our 

camp, from 1 August 1948 

to 13 August 1948, as a 

volunteer, through the 

Medical Corps” (3 August 

1948), Allweil estate.

wonder that he even came out of there alive. There were attempts 

at self-defense when the Ukrainian peasants penetrated into the 

town, armed with clubs, to celebrate their political liberation 

with riots against the Jews. […] Of all the marvelous figures I will 

mention at least one: the wagon-carter Froym Honayki (I don’t 

know why he was called that), and here are some of his exploits. 

He saved a Ukrainian Jewish officer from a bullet. He killed a 

Ukrainian soldier who had tried to injure a Jewish woman; he 

buried the soldier in the garden at the rear of his house. [...] On 

Sundays, when the gentiles returned from their church and the 

taverns, it would get “warm” in the street. Their eyes would 

“smoke” after Jewish girls, and here and there they would shove 

a Jew. Then they would quickly call for Froym, and he would 

appear, holding a walking stick, and walk serenely along the 

street which was immediately swept clean of the “brave” gentiles. 

[…[ I thought of Froym when I painted Jewish Heroism. […] 

Years later a eulogy was said for me in the synagogue after it was 

mistakenly announced that I’d been killed by Arabs in the Land 

of Israel. But I’m alive here, and I let them die there at Hitler’s 

hands.166

In visual art, confrontations in real time with the Holocaust were 

rare, in Palestine too. Allweil, using new juxtapositions of past and 

present, infused them with new meanings.

His memories of Bobroysk also surface in the Chapters for 

Passover Celebrations that he created in 1948 for the Haganah,167 and 

in the Passover Haggadah that he hand-copied and illustrated for 

the IDF the following year.168 In both of these Allweil integrated old 

with new: prints from books he had created in previous years, and 

drawings that he created especially for the Haggadah. In the summer 

he volunteered to paint in the camps of the Palmach,169 and he wrote: 

“During the lulls of the War of Liberation I painted in army camps. In 

one of the canteens there were eight areas between the windows, and 

there I did the ‘seven species’ with which this country is blessed, and 

in the eighth column: citrus fruits. Perhaps at that time the formal 

values of painting became clearer and clearer to me, of course without 

making an abstract carpet. And who knows where the boundaries lie 
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171 / Passover Haggadah 

(Tel Aviv: Sinai, 1963) 

(in Hebrew); with an 

Introduction by Max 

Brod, and reproductions 

of paintings that Allweil 

created for army camps and 

of later paintings in oil on 

canvas on the theme of the 

Holocaust and the national 

revival.

between reality and the abstract”. In addition to the seven species 

Allweil also painted a landscape, some biblical figures, and pictures 

of work. One of the documents found in his estate is an “order of the 

day” dated 16 September 1948, in which the commander of the 34th 

Regiment, Major Dan Hershkowitz, announces that a canteen has 

been opened and that soldiers of the regiment are invited to spend 

time there, and thanks the artist Allweil and all the people and the 

institutions that helped in its construction.

From those decorations, three large panels of thick cardboard 

painted in tempera and gouache have survived, as well as rolls of 

paper with sketches in color on them (Allweil planned these paintings 

for intimate interior spaces, not for exterior walls of buildings). The 

panels depict an idyllic panoramic landscape with an emphasis on 

the theme of planting and making the land blossom. Large figures 

in the foreground emphasize the fascinating conception of space 

that Allweil would continue to develop in his landscape paintings in 

the following years: a bird’s eye view and a frontal view interfused, 

creating a challenging and complex single space. Although the large 

figures in the foreground look archaically static, quasi-allegorical, 

they simultaneously serve to emphasize the pictorial dynamism, the 

shifting point of view, and the dizzying landscape conception. Even 

after all the years since then, the tempera and gouache paintings retain 

the gleam of the paint; the green and the light blue, the yellow and the 

purple, still glisten and shine over the dark, decades-old, cardboard 

surface. Allweil also painted harsher paintings for the army camps. 

Some have survived as sketches on paper, paintings that related to 

events of the time: depictions of soldiers exhausted, mourning or 

wounded, with amputated limbs and supported by crutches, and in 

the background someone condemned to the scaffold.170 The complex 

compositions echo some familiar formulations from Jewish pictorial 

memory and from Christian iconography, and center around the 

thematic burden of concepts such as destruction, promise, and 

redemption.

The murals that Allweil painted in the army camps (copies of 

some of them were incorporated into a later edition of the Passover 

Haggadah, together with copies of later paintings in oil on canvas)171 

were very different in character from the kind of painting prevalent 
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Paintings for Army Camps, 1948, tempera and gouache on cardboard, 121.5×244; 120.5×209



141

Paintings for Army Camps, 1948–1949, tempera on paper, 100×126, tempera and gouache on cardboard, 100×161.5



142 among the few Israeli artists who engaged with the 1948–49 war. 

Artists of the older generation, who joined the fighters, documented 

figures and events in drawings – as did for example, Nahum Gutman 

(Allweil, too, drew figures of soldiers, but characteristically focused 

on drawing gestures, as an auxiliary means for creating a complete 

painterly structure); others used the language of modern art to 

represent the atmosphere of the time – as did Zvi Gali or Marcel 

Janco, the latter also expressing loss and wounding in his paintings.172 

In terms of style, Allweil’s works for the army camps are closer to 

the festival décor and paintings created by artists of the Hashomer 

Hatzair kibbutz movement, the Kibbutz Artzi. It is interesting 

that despite the long time that had passed since Allweil had been 

active in the movement (and it’s quite possible that his views had 

changed since then), his works for the Passover Haggadah, with their 

representational and decorative style, bring to mind the paintings of 

Avraham (Tushek) Amarant from Kibbutz Mizra, for example.

Kibbutz artists used to decorate the large space where the 

communal Passover Seder was celebrated (the kibbutz dining hall, 

or an improvised structure, depending on what was available and 

was required at the time), but representation of current events in 

these festival decorations was not common in all the kibbutzim, 

where a diversity of approaches to commemoration evolved.173 The 

decorations that Tushek painted related strongly to the events of the 

period, and depicted partisans holding weapons among paintings of 

the seven species, figures of the spies, and a heavy cluster of grapes 

in the middle.174 While Allweil’s Haggadah included a drawing of a 

soldier carrying the Temple candelabrum (menorah) fromRome to 

Jerusalem, in Tushek’s drawings for the Passover Seder in Kibbutz 

Mizra the menorah is borne on the shoulders of soldiers in the State 

of Israel’s tenth year. The menorah had already appeared in Allweil’s 

first book from 1939, The Anonymous Jew, which included a print of a 

bearded man wearing a robe and carrying the menorah of the Temple, 

with a small icon of the Arch of Titus in the black background. This 

subject – the Arch of Titus and the restoring of [Jewry’s] “original 

splendor” represented by the Temple menorah being carried back 

to Jerusalem – became prevalent in art and design after World War 

II,175 but the emotional dualism that Allweil infused into the compact 

172 / See Gideon Ofrat, 1948: 

The Generation of 1948 in 

Israeli Art (Tel Aviv: Eretz 

Israel Museum, 1988) (in 

Hebrew).

173 / See Galia Bar Or, 

“What is a Collective in 

the Life of Jews: Festival 

Decorations in Kibbutzim”, 

in David Sperber, ed., Holy 

Convocations The Jewish 

Holidays and Contemporary 

Jewish Art - An Anthology 

edited by David Sperber 

(Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan 

University, Lieber Center, 

2009), pp. 83–92 (in 
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174 / Most of these works 

are preserved in the 

collection of the Mishkan 

Museum of Art, Ein Harod.

175 / See Naomi Meiri-Dan, 

“Art, Architecture and 

Politics in Triumphal Arches 

During the 20th Century”, 

Bezalel: History of Theory 10 

(2008–09).



143print attest to a new type of Hebrew memory, formed 

as a converse of the cyclicality of Jewish memory: the 

experience of humiliation and defeat has become an 

experience of revival and repair.

Allweil’s roots in the youth movement in Vienna 

and Galicia are evident in the paintings he created for 

the soldiers and in the later Passover Haggadah, and 

so too is the idea of the Shomer colony that he wanted 

to promote in his youth, as an educational ideological 

center (from here, too, came his thematic affinity with 

the festival decorations in the kibbutzim of Hashomer 

Hatzair). In the early days of the Hashomer Hatzair 

movement, a Shomer was thought of as an exemplary 

moral figure, a pioneer in the tradition of the prophets 

and in the spirit of movements that came out against the 

petrification of religion and society, like the Essenes or 

some branches of Hassidism. Or perhaps one should begin with the 

sense of distress and rupture that young Jews felt in Eastern Europe, 

in a human environment that rejected them from movements of 

national liberation and scoffed at exemplary Jewish figures, as Allweil 

wrote in his autobiographical remarks: “In the Polish school we were 

charmed by the spirit of liberty in their literature, but the values of 

our people were far from us. In the mouth of some professor there 

was no heroism in Jewish history, because all their victories came to 

them from heavenly miracles: I listened to what he said with a feeling 

of shame and speechlessness.”176

This need was filled by Martin Buber, whose thought 

accompanied the Hashomer Hatzair movement from the time 

it became established as a youth movement in the Diaspora. His 

charismatic figure brought the “marginal man” closer to Jewry by way 

of Zionism. Buber made a unique contribution to the formulation of 

the movement’s utopian vision, and infused it with an arousing blend 

of spirituality, emotion, and creativity. He proposed a new version of 

“Be a man, but in the Jewish way” – a return to the Jewish people, 

not as it was at that time, but as it could have been: in the spirit of 

the morality of the prophets. The Hebrew Bible became a source of 

inspiration, and the moral principles that were derived from it were 

From the Arch of Titus (from The Anonymous Jew), 1939, linocut

176 / An Allweil Album, n. 35 

above, p. 80.
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177 / Eugen Kolb, “From the 

Diary of an Art Critic: Arieh 

Allweil’s Wall Paintings”, Al 

Hamishmar, 1 April 1949 (in 

Hebrew).

perceived as a basis for life, not as abstract discourse. The Communist 

revolution was not perceived as an appropriate answer because it 

was understood that the idea was being realized through acts of 

the incited masses, who under its auspices were turning to looting, 

rape and murder; the answer, therefore, lay in inner transformation. 

Although some members of Hashomer Hatzair objected to the 

Buberian idealization of the East and of Hassidism and the entire 

ideal of a spiritual Zionism (to which intellectuals such as Max Brod 

inclined), that spirit still influenced a variety of practices, and also 

formed the background for themes and articulations that Allweil 

developed in his narrative works.

In Allweil’s works for the army camps there are still echoes of the 

style of illustrations that appeared in the educational periodicals issued 

by Hashomer Hatzair, in which representative decorative figures 

that are a blend of the ancient East (Assyria and archaic Greece) and 

the West, in sections interwoven with chains and wreaths of leaves, 

wheat and flowers. Heroic depiction of soldiers in monuments, like 

Natan Rapaport’s monument in Negba (1949),177 was still prevalent 

in the movement, but symbolic painting of soldiers seems to have 

Joshua, 1949, tempera on paper, 38×15.8; Mordechai, 1949, tempera on paper, 38×15.8; 

A Soldier, 1949, tempera on paper, 38×15.8
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been rare there: Tushek’s décor paintings, which conducted a 

dialogue with Rapaport’s monuments, were characterized by their 

unmediated, intimate, drawing-like expression.

Allweil’s exhibition at the Tel Aviv Museum, which opened on 

the February 6, 1945, was devoted to this project. On display were 

forty paintings in oil on canvas (most of them landscapes, as well 

as Diaspora Figures and Immigrants), thirty “paintings done for the 

army” in gouache and tempera (studies for wall paintings in dining 

halls and culture rooms), as well as drawings and several prints from 

his books. The direct national message of these works, the stylized 

heroic illustrations, and the fact that the works on paper were 

intended for wall paintings “for the army” – all these ran counter to 

the period’s conception of hegemonic art, to the canon. First of all, 

Allweil’s figurative painting deviated from the norm of abstraction 

established by the already dominant “New Horizons” movement. 

The art exhibited in those days at the Tel Aviv Museum, for example, 

was perceived as reflecting the “echoes of the time” only through the 

indirect ways of modernism, and not as explicitly serving a certain 

institution or function such as the army. The experience of the time 

and the events of the day were supposed to reverberate in art only 

as a translation or as a tip of the iceberg of an inner process or a 

personal reflection that was by definition subjective.178

On this background, the reviews of Allweil’s exhibition were 

largely negative and even harsh. Eugen Kolb, for example, argued 

that “the cheap symbolism” of the paintings “did not manage to 

achieve anything”, and if these were the wall paintings we “must” 

have, “it would be better if our walls remained bare”.179 Although he 

recognized that “the artist is always responsible for his exhibition”, 

Kolb also scolded the museum: “but there’s always a borderline, 

beyond which the responsibility falls on the institution. The 

museum’s responsibility is to the public. I believe that this time such 

responsibility should have been taken by the museum”.180 Haim 

Gamzu, the curator of the exhibition and the acting director of 

the museum, did not contribute a commentary on Allweil’s work, 

In contrast to catalogues of other exhibitions, which included an 

“Introduction” and a thematic and stylistic analysis, the catalogue of 

Allweil’s exhibition included only a brief biographical text.181
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The Landscape, The Repair (Tikkun) of His World, 
and His Ideal Reflection

To this day there has been no discussion of Allweil’s fascinating and 

extraordinary practice of juxtaposing several directions of work. 

There has been no discussion of his inexhaustible, intensive work 

on landscape painting, concurrently with his efforts to improve his 

expressions of horror, pain and consolation. If it seemed that the 

inspiration of the dream at the outset of his path faded after his time 

in Bitanya and Vienna ended, we can still track it later between the 

lines. In his letters to his wife Rachel and to his daughters Allweil 

not infrequently described dreams he had, in which he saw figures in 

shrouds, horrified faces and subterranean spaces. Thus, for example, 

he wrote to his daughter Nava:

That night I again dreamed those dreams of mine, the ones 

with the fears of my childhood and youth. In these dreams 

I’m looking for my studio in some ancient city. I search in 

underground streets, and foreign people have apparently 

taken that studio, and a strange boy accosts me and I wake up 

screaming Water, water, which is what I asked the boy for – 

and I woke up and wasn’t thirsty at all. In general my dreams 

are powerful, they’re like Dali’s paintings, and it’s a pity I don’t 

remember them fully and am too lazy to write them down. 

These are my emotional and spiritual heights, combined 

with the strange – for my painting is so calculated and even 

classicist.182

Allweil’s landscape painting does indeed appear classicist and serene, 

like painting in which the spirit of the place wafts. Max Brod wrote: 

“When the landscape reveals itself in all its sights, the ancient 

times rise up from within its depths”, while the painter “reveals the 

landscape’s secret in characteristic regular lines and as it were invents 

the key for us to enter into its very interior”.183 In his landscape 

paintings, which he kept painting until the last day of his life, Allweil 

outlined an alternative route to the dominant universalism of Israeli 

landscape painting – similarly to the way Elhanan Leib Lewinsky, in 
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his book A Journey to the Land of Israel in the Year 6000 [2040 CE] 

posited an option that differed from the universal utopia of Herzl’s 

Altneuland.184 The artists of the mainstream chose Herzl’s utopia, but 

Allweil preferred Lewinsky’s utopia (even when he believed in the 

main principles of the Hashomer Hatzair movement, before it turned 

to Marxist collectivism). These ideas accompanied him throughout 

his life, while the ancient Jewish sources nourished him like a vital 

resource that supports an unmediated affinity to the expanses, the 

air, and the tiers of memory internalized in the landscape.

From 1953 on Allweil frequently painted in Safed, where he passed 

away in 1967. He painted mainly series of twisted trees, panoramic 

landscapes, compositions of women in the market and interiors of 

synagogues. Already in Shfeya he had painted trees whose inclined 

tops created intimate interior spaces – and in his later years he often 

painted forest landscapes and especially olive groves. Over the years 

the idyllic serenity expressed in his paintings of trees gave way to 

a more expressionistic thrust: the twisted bodies of the trunks and 

branches and treetops look stormy and agitated as though they’ve 

been animated and instilled with a human dimension. The hollows 

that open up in the ancient trunks and the sky that is visible between 

the branches were emphasized more and more, to the point where 

the positive-negative perception became unsettled. It even seems 

that ghostly figures flicker between the branches, with a logic and 

existence of their own, visionary and troubling.185

Allweil’s conception of landscape also underwent changes of style 

and temperament. From the outset he developed his own approach 

to the customary relationships of color planes: the basic relations 

between earth and sky and the secondary relations among the other 

landscape elements, which in his work are charged with meaning. 

At the same time, his landscape paintings are free of mystification, 

blatant symbolism, or subjective distortion. Allweil sought a unifying 

element that would accord the relationships an “objectivity” and, 

simultaneously, the fragility of the momentary, and he found this 

in the manner of applying the brushstroke – as he wrote in his 

“Autobiographical Remarks”: “With a light vertical touch of a brush 

of thick paint, I tried to paint the tremor of the air, the transparency 

of the olive trees and the warm browns of the earth”.
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Over the years, Allweil’s landscapes became the arena where the 

main player – the light vertical touch of a brush – turned into tracks 

of intensive color that accords the uniformity of a thick carpet to 

a rich panorama of landscape. The painters of the lyric abstraction 

of this period aspired to a blending of the artist’s subjectivity with 

the landscape’s subjectivity at a peak moment of inspiration. Allweil, 

in contrast, did not seek modernism’s precedence of “the creative 

individual”; he sought a pictorial landscape, one that – through the 

element that unified the place – pointed to the tiers of memory 

Tree, 1950s, oil on paper and cardboard, 50×65
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From the Dan to the Banis (from From a Tour of the Land), 1924, linocut

Landscape, 1932, oil on canvas, 44.5×55.5



150 borne in its structure.

In other words, Allweil proposed a conception of landscape that 

was different from and ran counter to what was customary in this 

country, different from the modernist conception that focuses on the 

place of the subject as an auratic source. Allweil’s landscape connects 

with the typology of decorative landscape (paysage décoratif), whose 

historical origins are the architectural murals in Pompeii and 

Herculaneum – paintings that were encompassed by “arabesque” 

frames and that emphasized an element of invented landscape, 

in a structure that was adapted from the outside to the two-

dimensionality of the wall (Allweil first saw the murals in Pompeii 

during his trip in 1928, and recorded the strong impression they left 

in him in his “Autobiographical Remarks”). In the early ’20s the term 

paysage décoratif was used in reference to the paintings of the Nabis, 

and from a different direction also to the paintings of Matisse. While 

perspectival landscape painting is considered a Western invention, 

decorative landscape opens up a multi-cultural dialogue that merges 

qualities of East and West, high and low, art for art’s sake and folk art.

Already in the late ’20s, Allweil was preoccupied with the gaze 

from above, like an aerial photograph that reveals the underlying 

contours of the landscape. During that period the bird’s eye view 

of the landscape was the subject of his intensive works of drawing 

on paper. He toured the length and breadth of the country, drawing 

its landscapes. At first he rode on a donkey, and after a few years 

he bought himself a large motorcycle that he didn’t part from for 

many years and continued crisscrossing the country, deepening 

his knowledge of its structure and of how the light fell on the bare 

hills. He grappled with the integration of three-dimensionality 

into the two-dimensionality of the drawing without making use of 

Renaissance perspective. He later inserted the outcomes of these 

experimentations into the prints he assembled in his book From a 

Tour of the Land (1939).

In his works on cardboard panels that he painted as decorations 

for the army’s soldiers’ club, he was given the opportunity to attempt 

large-scale adaptations of issues of landscape painting that had 

engaged him during the ’40s. In the landscapes that he painted 

in Zikhron Yaakov, and particularly in the bold series of Safed 



151landscapes from the ’50s, he solved the problem of translating the 

landscape’s depth dimension into the flat structure of the painting, 

either by means of a quasi-decorative upper frame of tree branches 

that couples two points of view, or by a low frontal gaze on bushes in 

the foreground of the landscape.

During the ’50s Allweil’s “decorative landscapes” underwent 

another change, to spectacular pictures of vistas in which the 

brushstrokes and the bold colors recall Van Gogh, and at the same 

time look totally different.  The view from above and the frontal 

view blend together into a challenging composition, which he 

studied intensively while simultaneously grappling with a variety of 

alternative points of view and color choices: a frontal or an oblique 

layout, hues of the light at different hours of the day and seasons of 

the year, etc. He tirelessly developed the host of painterly options that 

he examined, while improving the structure and the representation 

of the light.

In 1967 he retired from teaching, purchased canvases and 

materials, and planned to devote all his time to painting. In the 

spring he set out to paint the flowering landscapes on the slopes of 

the mountains of Safed, where the skyscape is almost absent and a 

purplish color is dominant. The color planes in these last painting are 

soft and fluffy, and the light is captured in them in paint thinned with 

white, similarly to the soft and pale planes of his early confrontations 

with this country’s landscapes on his return from Vienna. This series 

of landscapes of spring flowering around Safed was the swansong of 

his oeuvre; he felt ill, was diagnosed with heart failure, and on the eve 

of Passover he had a heart attack and died.

Until the last day of his life Allweil believed that his work as an 

artist fulfilled his vocation as a pioneer. To his daughter who lived in 

Kibbutz Ramat Yohanan for some time, he wrote that he was glad that 

she had chosen to live in a kibbutz, and mentioned “my pioneering 

years in the settlement and on the roads, when I did physical work 

with the same diligence with which I paint today”. For many years he 

felt remorse about having left his comrades in the kibbutz, but his 

work as an artist did not disappoint him: “My conscience was calmed 

in those moments when I knew I was giving the good and the true 

that are in me, and with the best of my efforts. Life is very short, […] 
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and I’m not at peace with myself if I think I could have done more, 

and better, more thoroughly, more truly. And for what? For those 

spiritual values that are common, that have always existed and will 

always remain even when we’re no longer here tomorrow or the day 

after tomorrow”.186

Allweil never stopped seeking, and everyone who knew him 

attested to this. Yeshurun Keshet said about his art that “its character 

is sincerity, that sincerity which stems from personal qualities of 

modesty and honesty”. At the outset of his path Allweil confided in 

Keshet about his crisis of losing the way in his attempts to paint the 

landscape in this country.187 Yet in the works Allweil created during 

his later years, Keshet saw how all the components and traits turned 

into “a lyrical symphony, existing in itself as a parallel to nature, with 

equal rights to it, as it were”. Now, he added, Allweil had found what 

he had sought, and knew how “to convey the air as a sensation, as 

something that has an existence of its own in the space between the 

objects and enveloping them”. This statement by Keshet, written 

for the first anniversary of Allweil’s death, concludes as follows: 

“He adhered to this pulsing and pulse-inducing landscape from the 

depths of his soul, to the point of finding in it the repair of his world 

and his ideal reflection”.188
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Landscape, 1950s, oil on plywood, 53.5×70
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Landscape, 1950s, oil on paper, 50×64
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Landscape, 1950s, oil on canvas, 53.5×70
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Landscape, 1950s, oil on canvas, 52×67
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Landscape, 1950s, oil on paper and plywood, 50.5×64.2
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Landscape, 1950s, oil on paper, 52.5×65
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Landscape, 1950s, oil on paper, 50.5×64.5
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Landscape, 1950s, oil on canvas, 59×76
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Landscape, 1967, oil on canvas, 57×75
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Landscape, 1967, oil on canvas, 57×39; 39.5×75.5
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Landscape, 1957, oil on paper, 64.5×50
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Landscape, 1967, oil on canvas, 49.5×64
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Arie Allweil, Safed 1960s

(Photograph: Ephraim Erde)
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