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Abstract

This article examines the complex role of the urban café in Leah Goldberg’s poetic texts
and Goldberg’s place as a woman writer in Jewish café culture. The café appears as a real
and imaginary “thirdspace” in both her poetry and her prose and as part of her activity
as a writer, editor, essayist, and cultural and literary critic. The article investigates all
these aspects of coffeehouse culture through three decades of Goldberg’s career in Europe
and in the Yishuv and Israel (especially in Berlin, Tel Aviv, and Jerusalem), shedding
new light on Goldberg’s life and work and her unique place in modern Jewish culture.
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O n April 22, 1937, Tesha‘ ba-‘erev1—the first popular maga-
zine published in the Yishuv—dedicated its entire weekly
issue to the topic of “the modern woman.” Part of this issue

was a questionnaire that the editors presented to a number of women,
asking them, “Who and what is the modern woman in the Yishuv?”2

Among others, they spoke with Leah Goldberg, whom they called
“the youngest and most modest of our poets.” They met her in “the
twilight hour in Café Kassit, the dwelling place of the writers, artists
and inspiration.” To the question posed to her, Goldberg answered
with the following:
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It is my opinion that there are two kinds of modern women in the Yishuv.
The first one is the working woman and her place is on the kibbuts. . . .
The second one is the woman whose modernity is conveyed by her way
of dressing and her sitting in fancy urban cafés. The life of the working
woman is difficult, especially when she is intellectually developed; then
her private life is particularly hard! The second one is, thank God, a
fleeting, short-lived phenomenon whose origin is the bourgeois society
and its antimodern attitude to women.3

The two kinds of modern women in the Yishuv, according to Goldberg,
were the working women on the kibbuts, who fit the ideal of Labor
Zionism (and perhaps lacked intellectual development), and the
woman whose modernity was conveyed by sitting in urban cafés.
Since Goldberg herself was sitting in Café Kassit4 in Tel Aviv when
she gave her answer, she apparently belonged to the second category.
But then she added, paradoxically, that this kind of woman was a
“fleeting, short-lived phenomenon,” one whose origin was the “bour-
geois society” and its “antimodern attitude.”

Given her place as a young woman poet and a habitué of Tel Aviv
cafés (and yet also one who identified with the cultural program of
Labor Zionism), how should we understand Goldberg’s answer to
the editors of Tesha‘ ba-‘erev? Should her overt distinction between
the working woman on the kibbuts and the urban woman of leisure
be taken as sincere or ironic? Did Goldberg intend to make a social
and cultural distinction between the “bohemian” or “literary” café
(like Kassit) and a “fancy,” “bourgeois” one? Did she intend to distin-
guish between the modern women in a European café on the one
hand and women in the cafés of the young and provincial Yishuv (to
which she herself had immigrated two years earlier, in 1935) on the
other? Did Goldberg’s answer express her internal conflict about her
role as a modern woman in the café (viewing herself as a “fleeting
phenomenon”), or was she pointing to double standards in attitudes
toward modern (Jewish) women and cafés in general and in the
Yishuv in particular?

I open with this text by Goldberg despite the fact that it is not par-
ticularly important in her extensive poetic oeuvre; she never published
it under her own name. However, this paradoxical text and the ques-
tions surrounding it provide a good point of entry for inquiring into
the complex role of the urban café in Goldberg’s poetics texts and
into her place as a woman writer in Jewish café culture.

Like other writers and artists born and raised in Europe, Goldberg
was attracted to cafés not only in the cities in which she lived—
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Kovno, Berlin, Bonn, Tel Aviv, and Jerusalem—but also in the many
other European cities that she visited. She sat and wrote in cafés
alone and with others. The café played a significant role in her rela-
tionships and also appears as a real and imaginary space in both
her poetry and her prose. It was part of her activity as an editor, es-
sayist, cultural and literary critic, and scholar. In the following
pages, I will touch, in a necessarily succinct way, on all these aspects,
through three decades in Goldberg’s literary career. Before moving
on, however, I must say a few words about the history and theory of
the urban café (especially the so-called literary café) and its place in
modern European and Jewish culture.

Both coffee and the coffeehouse had their origins in the Middle
East. The first coffeehouses in the world appear in sources from the
sixteenth-century Ottoman Empire.5 The first coffeehouses in Chris-
tian Europe were established in London and Oxford around 1650,
and coffeehouses became popular in the rest of Europe in the follow-
ing decades.6 Industrialization and capitalist growth turned what had
been a modest place to drink coffee into a social and cultural institu-
tion, and cafés became urban centers, spaces reflecting the pulse of
the city. Though coffeehouses in the Anglophone world lost some of
their cultural significance in the nineteenth century, it was in this pe-
riod that continental European iterations of the institution (café, caffè,
kaffeehaus, kawiarnia) gained prominence. The golden age of the Eu-
ropean café in the second half of the nineteenth century and the be-
ginning of the twentieth was also the time of modernism in literature
and art. As a consequence, literary cafés were important institutions
in the development of modernist groups and trends in cities such as
Paris, Vienna, and Berlin.7

In this period of modernization and rapid urbanization, café cul-
ture extended into urban centers heavily populated by Jews as well.
Many Jews were enthusiastic participants in this culture, both as owners
(some of the earliest coffeehouses in Christian Europe were estab-
lished by Sephardi Jews) and as customers who frequented these
cafés and became known as some of their most devoted habitués, or
stammgästen. Cafés influenced modern Jewish culture to such an ex-
tent that the coffeehouses of Vienna, Warsaw, Berlin, and Odessa
were identified—for better or worse—with Jews.8 The writers and
intellectuals who emigrated from small towns in eastern Europe at
the turn of the twentieth century and wrote in Hebrew and Yiddish
were especially attracted to the café and its culture not only in Euro-
pean cities but also in new centers of Jewish immigration like New York
and Tel Aviv.9
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From a theoretical point of view, any discussion of the café should
begin with the writing of Jürgen Habermas, who examined the café
as a key example of how “bourgeois culture” necessitated the creation
of new institutions (his case in point was London coffeehouses from
the late seventeenth through the eighteenth centuries). For Habermas,
the coffeehouse was the sphere of private people who came together
in public to “engage in a debate over the general rules governing
relations in the basically privatized but publicly relevant sphere of
commodity exchange and social labor.”10 In Habermas’s account, the
public sphere is founded on its simple accessibility to individuals, who
come together without hierarchy. Through their discussions, first of
literature and later of news and politics, the individuals who assemble
in the coffeehouse come to form a new public culture. This is a power-
ful and influential notion, but Habermas also idealizes the public sphere
of the coffeehouse to a certain degree, and his writing on the subject
of the café has been challenged and revised in many ways, in terms of
both history and gender. Scholars have questioned his notion of the
democratic nature of the café as a public sphere in England and else-
where and have demonstrated that it is wrong to assume that “women
had the same unfettered access to the coffeehouses as men.”11

This critique of Habermas, as well as some new work on café cul-
ture (especially in the relevant era of modernism), reveal that the
café was a commercial site of consumption, leisure, and commodity
on one hand and on the other was a space for bohemians and avant-
gardists who aspired to undermine the values of bourgeois society.12

In order to better understand the café in an era of modernism, we
might see it as “thirdspace,” a concept that emerged from the work
of Henri Lefebvre and Edward Soja and has been productively appro-
priated by scholars of gender, space, the public sphere, and the
coffeehouse.13 The café is a site of enunciation of identity, lived ex-
perience, and contested meanings. The café often functions as a
thirdspace in the way that it mediates between real and imaginary,
public and private, and elitist and popular. In the context of mod-
ernist Jewish culture, the thirdspace of the café is often experienced
as the threshold between Jew and gentile, immigrant and native,
and masculine and feminine.

Leah Goldberg was part of a group of Jewish writers of European
origin who were attracted to the thirdspace of the café, yet she was
also different in a number of ways. Not only was she one of the youn-
gest of the generation of European-born modernist Hebrew writers
who began their careers in Europe, but she was also one of the very
few women to participate in modernist Jewish literature and the
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burgeoning café culture.14 In fact, the so-called literary cafés were
predominantly masculine despite being open to women, who fre-
quented them mostly as owners, servers, and companions rather than
as habitués who created and fully participated in this culture.

In the context of modern Jewish literature and culture, the mascu-
linity of the café was pronounced. Numerous literary texts, memoirs,
letters, and newspaper articles point to the fact that cafés served (or
were perceived as serving) as modern substitutes for the traditional
beit midrash (house of study). This common comparison highlights
the fact that the café was gendered in a specifically Jewish way, one
that was especially marked by homosociality and “homosocial de-
sire.”15 Thus, it is not particularly surprising that very few women
were part of Jewish literary café culture as insiders/outsiders. Three
women stand out in this context: Else Lasker-Schüler, who wrote in
German, Anna Margolin, who wrote in Yiddish, and Leah Goldberg,
who wrote in Hebrew.16

Berlin Cafés and Goldberg’s Early Poetry

Goldberg was attracted to European café culture from an early age.
Between 1920 and 1929, when she was a student at the Hebrew gym-
nasium and the local university of Kovno, Goldberg visited the mod-
est local cafés (like Café Metropole, near the Jewish theater) with
friends, some of whom belonged to the Hebrew modernist group
Petah (Opening).17 In 1930, when she was almost 20 years old, Gold-
berg moved to Berlin, where she studied for two years for a masters
degree, followed by another year and a half in Bonn, where she
completed her doctorate in Oriental Studies. These years, which also
happened to be the last years of the Weimar Republic and the first
of Nazism in Germany, were meaningful for the artistic and intellec-
tual development of the young Goldberg.18 These were also the
years of Goldberg’s most intense encounter with coffeehouses, espe-
cially in Berlin. Goldberg’s early writings, both poetry and prose, re-
flect her charged and fruitful encounter with Berlin, one of the
most thrilling periods in her life.

Most of the poems in Goldberg’s first collection, Taba‘ot ‘ashan
(Smoke Rings), were published between 1929 and 1934 and were
later collected in a volume whose publication coincided with her im-
migration to Palestine in 1935. These are intimate and at the same
time urban European poems, lacking any mention of the Zionist
project in Palestine, which was the main topic of poetic and political
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interest for most male Hebrew writers at the time.19 In a recent ar-
ticle, Giddon Ticotsky claims that “through her poems, Goldberg
introduced into contemporary Hebrew literature a new feminine
subject largely made in the likeness of Berlin’s modernist ethos.”20

Ticotsky shows that in spite of the fact that Berlin is hardly men-
tioned in Taba‘ot ‘ashan, the very title of the volume refers to smok-
ing, a habit that Goldberg adopted in Berlin (as a “new woman”)
and made part of her poetic persona, which was very unusual for a
Jewish woman writer. In conjunction with the act of smoking ciga-
rettes, many of the poems in Goldberg’s first volume take place in a
smoky café and reflect her experience of café culture in Berlin.

A good example of this is the untitled poem (number 1 in the ap-
pendix) that begins with the line, “A slow dancing song soaked in the
wine glass.”21 The poem describes a separation scene between two
lovers in a café and is similar to many such poems in the volume. On
the face of it, it is a static poem about unrequited love, but in fact it
is much more complex and dynamic. The poem employs the urban
café as a space of both romantic longing and reflection and transfor-
mation. In the first two stanzas, the speaker describes the melan-
cholic dance-song playing in the café, which seems to “bring to her”
a note of separation from her lover as “a present” (doron). In the last
two stanzas, however, the speaker discards the mask of beauty, melan-
choly, and ceremony. She understands that the stars, the moon, and
the autumn leaves are merely conventional accoutrements of roman-
tic love and that the intimacy was imaginary. She thus realizes that
it was not herself but her projection—the flower on the café table—
who “loved” the man from whom she has now been estranged. If the
poem began with intoxication from wine in the café, the speaker at
the end of the poem is sober (perhaps caffeinated), recognizing that
a “very dark hand between two cups / tears the gloomy flower.” She
rejects the artificiality of the romantic worldview and the equally ro-
mantic image of the café that goes with it.

Another untitled poem (number 2 in the appendix), beginning
with the line “I saw my God in the café,”22 uses a similar setting—an
urban café, a female speaker, and her frustrated love—but its theme
is slightly different.

I saw my God in the café.
He was revealed in the cigarette smoke.
Depressed, sorry and slack
He hinted: “One can live still”!
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He was nothing like the one I love:
Nearer than he—and downcast,
Like the transparent shadow of starlight
He did not fill the emptiness.

By the light of a pale and reddish dusk,
Like one confessing his sins before death,
He knelt down to kiss man’s feet
And to beg his forgiveness.23

The poem is part of a group of poems in the volume that deal with
the decline of God and his marginalization in a secular age. In that
book and in Goldberg’s early writing in general, God repeatedly ap-
pears as fallen from grace, to the point of having to ask man for help.

Here, the rejected God is “revealed” in the thick cigarette smoke
of the busy café as an ephemeral entity (Goldberg uses the prophetic
terminology of hitgalut (revelation) yet one that is also consoling and
comforting. For a moment, the speaker mistakenly identifies God as
her lover, but then she realizes that he is (or is similar to) someone
“nearer than he,” perhaps even herself. God seems to accept the role
of being unloved but also teaches her that she “can still live.” Like
the previous poem, though without the same melancholic tone, this is
also an ironic and urbane poem. The speaker is fully aware that the
God who was revealed to her in the café was her own creation, emerg-
ing from her mouth with her cigarette smoke, a reflection of herself
and her yearnings. Paradoxically, the scene in the café that Goldberg’s
poem creates also embodies radical modern religiosity, in which the
desire for encounter between human (in this case, a woman) and
God, and the change in roles between them, is part and parcel of the
realization of divine intangibility in a secular, urban world.24

In a third poem, entitled “Baladah harsinit” (A China Porcelain
Ballad, number 3 in the appendix),25 the Berlin café is the center of
a deceptive reality of mirrors and reflections: a visual, theatrical spec-
tacle. This poem was Goldberg’s first attempt at writing a ballad, and
unlike the Hebrew romantic ballads of Saul Tchernichowsky and others
of the previous generation of Hebrew poets, this is a distinctively mod-
ernist one.26 The speaker creates in words a fantastic-symbolist vision:
“far away / in India or China,” with “pale porcelain girls” and “a branch
of snowy cherry flower.”27

While the speaker takes the reader on a visual tour of faraway vistas
and images in the oriental environment of “India or China” (which
the smoky café seems to encourage with its blurry field of vision), she
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simultaneously breaks down the legendary balladic atmosphere. The
speaker reminds readers time and again that this entire visualization
takes place in the urban and modern European reality of the 1930s:
“in Berlin / in the café / with the dimming lights . . . and the smoke
of the pipes.” In fact, both the Eastern fantasy and the illusion of the
smoky café are nothing but reflections of the poet and her desires.
Thus, what seems at first glance to be a typical orientalist poem of
a European Jewish writer ends up being a sophisticated, urban self-
examination of the young Goldberg, one that is set in a Berlin café but
that also creates a critical distance with the lure of its smoky atmosphere.

Cafés play a role as real and metaphorical poetic objects in other
poems from Taba‘ot ‘ashan as well. However, I would like to turn here
to a poem that Goldberg wrote during the same period—the early
1930s—while she was living and studying in Germany.28 The poem
is entitled “Ba-kafeh” (At the Café, number 4 in the appendix).29

Goldberg wrote it as part of an ekphrastic cycle of poems inspired by
and accompanying woodcuts by the Belgian artist Frans Masereel
(1889–1972).30 These Hebrew poems were handwritten on the pages
of Masereel’s book of woodcut prints, Landschaften und Stimmungen
(Landscapes and Voices, 1929).31 Masereel’s woodcuts, hugely popu-
lar all over Europe in the interwar period, typically depict the urban
experience in terms of the individual’s struggle within the metropolis.

As Ticotsky argues, Goldberg’s cycle of poems was clearly stimulated
by her encounter with metropolitan Berlin, and Masereel’s artwork
(figure 1) helped her “translate” her experiences into poetic expres-
sion.32 “Ba-kafeh” depicts the interplay between the big city of Berlin
and the space of the café, between the individual and the crowd, and
between the man in the café and the woman in the house.

At the Café33

Tufted hair, forelocks, hats, caps,
And hands, hands, and hands . . .
And the city in the window not knowing if
The coming hours will die here unplanned.

And the city still loves and closely stores
The grief of a different room:
Where a light-beam cast a fishing rod
Into the child’s dreams, deep-ebbing waves,
And a weary woman near the door
Waits, and waits, and waits . . .
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And here he sits and forgets
The one he so much remembers,
And wants only to be friend and guest
Of himself, and of any other.

But the one facing him knows
What the city in its nights has begotten
And he told in advance with his scorn
How that room is never forgotten.

Figure 1. Woodcut by Frans Masereel. From Landschaften und Stimmungen
(Munich, 1929), 47.
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There is an obvious link between the woodcut and the poem but
also an interesting tension between the visual and the textual works
of art. This is especially evident in the first stanza of the poem, which
ostensibly depicts in words the scene in Masereel’s woodcut. The
poem emphasizes the modernist, disjointed form of metonymic gaps
and discontinuities in the café scene depicted in the woodcut:
“Tufted hair, forelocks, hats, caps / and hands, hands, and hands.”
The poem also highlights the tension between the city reflected in
the window and the interior of the café, between the inside and the
outside. In the woodcut and in Goldberg’s poem, the metropolitan
city is a personified character in its own right, “not knowing”
whether “the coming hours” in the café “will die.”34

However, as it continues, the poem becomes increasingly de-
tached from the woodcut, expressing themes that were central to
the poems in Taba‘ot ‘ashan and to other works by Goldberg from
the 1930s. The speaker creates a contrast between the space of the
café and “the grief of a different room,” which is more private and is
probably situated in an anonymous apartment building. The reader’s
gaze is diverted from the café to the domestic room, where the indi-
vidual’s weary wife and his dreaming child wait without hope. The
following two stanzas focus on one specific character, a man who
visits the café and “wants only to be friend and guest.” But his socia-
bility in the café might also be a way to forget “the one he so much
remembers,” namely, his wife. As Ticotsky observes, “the poem seeks
to penetrate through the façade of joy and liveliness” of the café
(and perhaps also of Masereel’s woodcut) and inquire into the heavy
load that the café dwellers carry with them, especially when it comes
to gender roles within the thirdspace of the café and the gendered
distinctions between domestic and public that it generates. In all of
her early modernist poems set in Berlin cafés, Goldberg interrogates
not only the iconic urban thirdspace and its gender dynamics but
also its place between the real and the imaginary, the inside and the
outside, and the religious and the secular in a way that complicates
any preconceived notions of the café and its culture.

Berlin Cafés and Goldberg’s Prose Fiction

The role of the Berlin café in Goldberg’s early poems is similar to
but also distinct from the café’s function in Goldberg’s prose from
the 1930s. The most extensive description of the Berlin café, and
also the most central, appears in the novel Avedot (Losses), which
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Goldberg had written by the time she lived in Tel Aviv (it was proba-
bly written sometime in the second half of the 1930s) but which was
not published during her lifetime.35 Avedot is an urban novel set in
Berlin during the final years of the Weimar Republic. The main pro-
tagonist of the novel, Elhanan Yehudah Kron, is a Hebrew poet and
scholar, an East European Jewish immigrant to Palestine who travels
to Berlin in 1932 to research the Islamic origins of Jewish mysticism.
He writes his masterpiece modernist cycle of poems and transcribes
them on antique parchment, which he loses while attending a lecture.
Like the seemingly autobiographical female speaker in Goldberg’s
poems, the fictional Kron is a kind of male alter ego of Goldberg her-
self, who was a poet and student of Oriental Studies at the time of the
novel’s setting.36 Using a male alter ego in the novel might have been
a reflection of Goldberg’s uneasiness at being identified as an ‘almah
kotevet shirim (a poetess, or literally, a maiden who writes poems), but it
also complicates the gender dynamics in the café and elsewhere.

The first chapter of the novel opens with an episode that takes the
reader almost immediately into one of Berlin’s cafés. The reader is
introduced to Kron for the first time not directly but through free in-
direct discourse, in which the narrator describes Kron’s perceptions
of the cityscape and his thoughts and doubts as he wanders the streets
of Berlin. Kron observes: “In distant villages the cats who understand
loneliness are howling. In the metropolis, people are going to the cof-
feehouses. They know the meaning of death.”37 Kron’s contemplation
of the café as a means for the modern urban man to avoid loneliness
leads the narrator to present a fictional portrait through Kron’s eyes,
a textual tableau vivant of an interwar Berlin café:

Smoke was burning at the tables. Small altars were on the round tables.
Every man was offering his dreams, his loves, his friendships as a sacri-
fice on these altars. And everything fell into the large ashtrays, and their
smoke rose to the ceiling. The waiters smiled: high priests, in their
black uniforms, they knew that they would eat from the offering. The
tables that were standing outside, by the low partition, were extremely
close to the pedestrians on the street, and yet there was a clear and ar-
ticulated border between them.38

The café is clearly described by the narrator (and Kron) as a modern
substitute for an ancient temple, in which the smoke of cigarettes is
like the incense of the offering, the waiters are the high priests, and the
round marble tables of the café are the altars on which people sacri-
fice their loves and dreams.39 The tableau continues with a description
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of the space of the café as a place in which the borders between in-
side and outside, between private and public, and between the café
dwellers and the workers walking in the street are all blurred, in spite
of being clearly marked: “Those who walked with bent heads moved
their bodies to the beds, the rivers, the blooming trees and the facto-
ries. These were not the people who follow the religion of the café.”40

This scene sets the entire novel in motion and is therefore critical
for setting its tone and presenting the character of Kron. The tense
relations between religious and secular, urban and rural, individual
and crowd, and native and stranger are embodied in this Berlin café.
In the café, Kron’s complicated predicament and his entanglements
with a number of women begin to play out. Kron sees his former
wife, Lily, with another man, and this pushes him away from the
café and from the city center to the train, where he meets the (non-
Jewish) German Antonia, who becomes his lover.

Toward the end of the novel, the narrator recounts another visit
that Kron pays to a Berlin café, emphasizing the ethnic and gendered
nature of the space and the fluid, sometimes deceptive sexuality that
marks it. At this point, Kron meets Elvina Shaydman, a young di-
vorced bohemian actress from a German Jewish family who lost her
work in the theater with the rise of Nazism. Together with Elvina,
Kron enters

an expansive café hall lit by a large chandelier, in the style of the large
restaurants before the war. By the round tables were soft, heavy arm-
chairs, upholstered with ruby red fabric. The café was cozy, unmodern,
and it reminded one of a Jewish bourgeois house in the “old west” of
Berlin. . . . The red curtains on the windows separated them from the
night of the big city. The German night of the year 1933.41

Precisely because the café interior resembles a bourgeois Jewish
home (as opposed to the modern-style cafés that became common
in Berlin) and because its curtains shield him and his companion
from the city’s tumult, nothing prepares Kron for what he witnesses
inside the café. After Elvina orders coffee and cakes and smokes her
cigarette, Kron meets Elvina’s family friend, Mr. Hilds, an older Jew-
ish businessman who owns a mannequin factory. Hilds is at the café
with a real-life mannequin, a blond woman with heavy make-up, and
Elvina discovers that Hilds has broken off his longtime business part-
nership with Dr. Waldhorn, a non-Jewish German.

After the conversation with Hilds, which leaves him feeling un-
easy, Kron turns his attention to an orchestra playing a tango in the
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café. Suddenly, Kron notices that the violin player has the “face of a
girl; his lips are painted and his eyebrows are done with pencil. The
musician did not harmonize with the petit-bourgeois appearance of
the café, with its soft armchairs and the solid, heavy fabric of the cur-
tains.”42 The musician smiles at Kron, “an indulgent and promising
smile,” but Kron turns away in fear. Elvina tries to explain what Kron
has seen as “fashion . . . a sexual perversion that one relates to with
tolerance or admiration. It’s becoming a matter of politics.”43 In this
case, the bourgeois look of the café emphasizes sexual openness and
experimentation with identity confusion. It also highlights the polit-
ical, ethnic, and religious tensions in the city at the time. Kron dis-
covers that the thirdspace of the café, in which the inside and the
outside, the private and the public, the male and the female meet,
cannot, after all, “[separate] them from the night of the big city. The
German night of the year 1933.”44

Another central scene, from the middle of the novel, takes place
in a café on the Kurfürstendamm (perhaps the famous Romanisches
Café?). Here, “in the yellow smoke of the café,”45 Kron comes across
a group of East European Jewish immigrants who (like Kron himself)
came to the city after having spent some time in Palestine. The
group includes the Hebrew poet Shochberg, the painter Zilberman,
the philosopher Zayd, and the journalist Shimshony, who is accom-
panied by his wife, Hemda.

At the beginning of the scene, the conversation between these fig-
ures seems to be smooth and smart, but the narrator interjects with
unflattering descriptions of them. The poet Shochberg’s face is “flat
and unusually round, as if reflected in a funhouse mirror of an
amusement park. In his fat-sweet voice a drop of poison sizzled.”46

The “poison” of gossip has much to do with Kron and his lost cycle
of poems (and his ex-wife Lily), which is at the center of the conver-
sation in the café. Nevertheless, when Kron arrives at the café he has
mixed feelings about this gathering. Gazing at the group, he thinks
to himself: “No, this must have been a mistake. He never ever missed
those people here. It was only empty imagination.”47

Yet Kron cannot deny that during his time studying and writing in
Berlin he reminisced about Palestine and the culture of the Yishuv.
He remembers that when it got very hot in Berlin and there was no-
where to escape the heat,

[h]e suddenly felt the stifling hamsin ba-moledet [the hot southerly wind
in the homeland] and remembered the blinding light, the unbearable
bright light, the light of his city with the white houses. He began to
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yearn for them, those who understand Hebrew and read his poems. He
was standing like this in the middle of the Kurfürstendamm and was
sensing beneath his feet the heat of that stinging sand, the white sand
on the shore of the Mediterranean.48

Meeting his Jewish friends from Palestine in the thirdspace of the
Berlin café brings out Kron’s ambivalent attitude to and his liminal
position between eastern Europe, Palestine, and Berlin, Hebrew and
German, the secular and the religious. Sitting among these Jewish in-
tellectuals in Berlin, in spite of the fact that he misses speaking and
hearing Hebrew, it seems to him that “all of these people speak an
old language covered with rust. This was not his language.”49 Kron
believes that even the medieval Hebrew poet Solomon ibn Gabirol
or the modernist European prose writer Uri Nissan Gnessin (both of
whom he, like Leah Goldberg, admired) would feel the same stifling
air that he feels with his Hebrew-speaking friends from Palestine.
This is in spite, or perhaps because, of the fact that he is one of
them.50 As much as Kron is attracted to urban café culture in Berlin,
he is also repulsed by it and by the complex predicament it puts him
in by accentuating sexual, religious, and national differences in a
public sphere. Kron’s sense of loss, which is the central theme of the
novel, is related to the multiple crises he experiences in the café.

This central scene from Avedot brings to mind the ambivalent way in
which cafés are represented in an earlier novel by Golbderg, Mikhtavim
mi-nesia‘ medumah (Letters from an Imaginary Journey, 1937), pub-
lished in Palestine two years after she immigrated there (though she
apparently wrote it in the fall of 1934, as she was waiting in her
mother’s Kovno home to immigrate to Palestine). Despite the clear
autobiographical foundation of the text in this epistolary novel, Gold-
berg writes about a fictional journey that she takes by means of her
counterpart, the first-person narrator Ruth.51 In the third chapter of
the novel, Ruth writes to her lover El (Immanuel) about her wander-
ings in the streets and cafés of Berlin shortly after arriving in the city:

because those who now sit at the Romanisches Café are Jews looking
for sensational news in the foreign press, and because Café Lunte
doesn’t exist anymore, and because the disciples of Jesus who wor-
shipped Else Lasker-Schüler left the temple of Café des Westens a long
time ago and found their Mount of Olives in Le Dome and La Coupole
in Paris . . . and because Menzel, who used to sit in Café Josty, had died
before I was even born. . . . Because of this and other reasons, I’m sitting
in Kwik, a small café that our Jewish “brothers” still frequent.52

[14]

Jewish
Social
Studies

�
Vol. 21
No. 1



This is a complex, painful, and ironic text, full of details about real
cafés in Berlin that Goldberg knew very well.53 It is a unique text
not only because Goldberg, like the German Jewish poet Else Lasker-
Schüler, about whom Ruth is writing,54 was a lone woman writer in a
very masculine environment but also because of Ruth’s awareness of
her own belatedness in the café. Ruth is writing about the fact that
the early 1930s are twilight years—the golden age of Berlin’s cafés
has already passed: “They say that the lions of art and literature used
to sit in the Romanisches Café. . . . I didn’t see these lions. . . . But
for anyone interested in Jewish literature, there was a rare opportu-
nity to encounter some of their wild manes in this café.”55

From 1917 and throughout the Weimar period, the huge and shabby
Romanisches Café on the Kurfürstendamm, near the Kaiser-Wilhelm-
Gedächtniskirche, was the new headquarters of the expressionists (re-
placing Café des Westens), of the so-called Neue Sachlichkeit (New
Objectivity) movement, and indeed of all writers, artists, intellectuals,
and bohemians, German and non-German alike.

Among the many well-known figures who frequented the café were
Else Lasker-Schüler, Franz Werfel, Kurt Tucholsky, Stefan Zweig, Alfred
Döblin, Erich Kästner, Ludwig Meydner, Gottfried Benn, Joseph Roth,
Berthold Brecht, and Walter Benjamin, many of whom wrote in and
about the café. They described it as a second home for writers during
the day, a place where heated debates on a variety of subjects were
conducted far into the night and a place where literary and artistic
activities were carried on.56

But the Romanisches Café was indicative of Weimar culture in
many ways, including the fact that it was far from being the exclusive
location of a small group of German expressionists. Rather, it was
a place in which insiders and outsiders, locals and strangers, bohe-
mians and bourgeois, politics and art, avant-garde and mass culture
(both high and low) coexisted in an elusive mixture (figure 2). As I
have argued elsewhere, the Romanisches Café attracted many Hebrew
and Yiddish writers in the 1920s (Dovid Berglson, Moyshe Kulbak, U. Z.
Greenberg, Ya’acov Shteynberg, A. N. Stencel, and many others), to
the point that people as far away as New York and Tel Aviv spoke
about it as “the center of Jewish literature.”57 When Goldberg arrived
there in the early 1930s, she felt, like Ruth in the novel, that she was
seeing the shadow of the place.

However, there is another element in the novel’s description of
the café that goes beyond Goldberg’s actual encounter with the
Romanisches Café and other specific coffeehouses. The Berlin café,
here and elsewhere in Goldberg’s writing, also serves as a microcosm
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of and an extended metaphor for a world of European and Jewish
culture. The descriptions of these cafés are thus always belated
because of Goldberg’s awareness—in real time and in retrospect—
that the café and what it metaphorically represented had been lost.
Goldberg’s writing about the café and about the European and Jew-
ish world comes out of this loss, one that she is witnessing and docu-
menting but one that she also refuses to fully accept. As Yfaat Weiss

Figure 2. Photograph of a young woman in the Romanisches Café, Berlin,
1924. Courtesy of BPK, Berlin/Art Resource, New York.
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has argued, in Mikhtavim mi-nesia‘ medumah “Goldberg turns her
back on Europe and cuts herself off from the Berlin she loved so
dearly.”58 But the farewell is not (and cannot be) complete. In her
letters, Ruth seemingly takes leave of Europe but never in fact leaves
it. The act of parting and separating paradoxically appears to be its
opposite, namely, an affirmation of Europe’s presence.

Apart from Berlin cafés, Goldberg sends her fictional counterpart
Ruth to cafés in other European cities, including Cologne (which
Goldberg visited as a student) and Paris (which Goldberg had only
visited, at this point in her life, in her imagination). An entire chapter
of the novel is devoted to a meeting in Cologne between Ruth and a
character named Shanthilal the Indian, a long-standing acquain-
tance.59 Ruth writes that she does not like Cologne, finding the mix-
ture of darkness and poverty in the old city side by side with the
elegant cafés and shops of the modern Kölner Ringe strange and dis-
concerting. She prefers to go with Shanthilal to a small café near the
opera, which she remembers as a place in which, two years ago, she
sat and wrote poems. Ruth sits with her Indian friend by a table in
the corner of the small café and conveys her feelings about the meet-
ing: “When I first met [Shanthilal], he was someone exotic to me. . . .
Now he is someone who is close to me; virtually a brother.” She
senses that “[i]t was good to sit with him in this small café and make
small talk, without saying anything important, knowing that this was
perhaps the last conversation we would ever have together.”60

The gloomy atmosphere of a last encounter with someone who is
both distant and very dear to her heart is a result of Ruth’s knowl-
edge that both of them are strangers and will probably soon move
to a different place (he to India and she to Palestine, a place that
she has never visited but considers a homeland of sorts). But the
melancholy, which lingers throughout the meeting in the café, is
not just about the mutual sense of being outsiders, immigrants in
Germany. Shanthilal and Ruth talk about Shanthilal’s love affairs,
but the conversation terminates in silence, which is suddenly and
violently broken: “A group of SA passed by in the street, singing:
Hängt die Juden, stellt die Bonzen an die Wand [Hang the Jews, put the
rich against the wall]. . . . I trembled. I must have turned pale.
Shanthilal bowed his head. He always felt guilty at outbreaks of anti-
semitism (when together with me). And nevertheless, this was a bar-
rier.”61 Ruth’s Jewishness, which she could have bracketed while
spending time with Shanthilal—a “brother,” a fellow human being—
is being exposed by the violence of the Nazis. Now it presents a bar-
rier between her friend and herself and makes her feel even more
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out of place in Europe, despite her affinity for and encyclopedic
knowledge of European culture.

Later in the novel Ruth visits Paris, and she writes to El about
Parisian cafés. In one particular café in the Latin Quarter she senses

the loneliness that always guards me in every café around the world—my
small table is sailing from me onward into the ocean of words. And I—
on my lonely island, located between the table and the lamp—I cannot
overcome the desire to talk to you. . . . In short, I want to write a poem.62

This seems like a romantic image, a cliché of the lonely poet in the
café who replaces conversation (which is at the heart of café cul-
ture and sociability) with the solitary act of writing poetry. But the
image is quickly interrupted when Ruth hears the noise of Jewish ref-
ugees arriving in Paris from Berlin and Frankfurt, disturbing a seem-
ingly idyllic scene. Ruth’s first reaction is irritation and even shame
at the Jewish immigrants, whose French is imperfect and tinged with
an accent. But as the people around her talk about “étrangère! Salle
Juive! [foreigner! Dirty Jewess!]” she quickly remembers that she is
just like them, one of them. She notices that these immigrants are
disturbing the quiet of a French girl, whom she imagines as some-
one who writes poems, like herself just a few minutes ago. She views
the immigrants and herself from the point of view of a young French
poetess, and the irony is not lost on her, reminding her of the com-
plex and tense political divide that exists in this thirdspace of the
Paris café, especially at this moment.

Once again, Ruth—like Goldberg herself—realizes her predica-
ment: a young, modern Jewish woman writer and intellectual from
eastern Central Europe who is nurtured by, indeed admires, classical
and modernist European culture, living as an immigrant in the
metropolises of Europe. Yet the rise of Nazism and antisemitism and
the signs of impending war force her (like many others) to make the
painful departure from Europe to Mandatory Palestine. This is what
Ruth does at the end of the novel, when she gets ready to sail to the
admat terashim (the dry rocky ground) of Palestine, and this is what
Goldberg did in 1935 when she departed for Tel Aviv.

Tel Aviv Cafés and Goldberg

In the first letter that Goldberg sent from Tel Aviv, to her friend
Mina Landoy in Europe, on January 31, 1935, she wrote, “Tel Aviv is
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a very European city. It is noisy, always in the process of being built;
something between Berlin’s Westend and the old city of Kovno. For
people without a wide social circle, it is probably very unpleasant to
live here.”63 Goldberg was one of many middle-class European immi-
grants who arrived in Tel Aviv during the Fifth Aliyah (1929–39) and
saw the city as “a speck of Europe in the middle of Asia.”64

An important part of this Europeanness was the new cafés es-
tablished in the small city by immigrants in the 1920s and 1930s.65

Goldberg was immediately attracted to cafés like Retzky, Ararat,
Kassit, and Herlinger. There are numerous texts, photographs, and
even paintings that show Goldberg in Tel Aviv cafés, either as a lone
woman in a group of men or sitting alone in “her” cafés (figures 3
and 4). For example, the painter and illustrator Aryeh Navon wrote:

When I came back to Tel Aviv from Paris, I found out that a new café
named Kassit (the first one) opened and went there in the evening.
[The poet Avraham] Shlonsky approached me, greeted me, and invited
me to join the group. Among them sat a young delicate woman, some-
what tense, with her eyes gazing as if expecting something. Shlonsky in-
troduce her: Leah Goldberg. She used to sit in the afternoon in Café
Herlinger. . . . I used to see her from the street, through the large win-
dow of the café, she would be revealed poring over her notebook, thin,
her back rounded like a bow. Shrouded in a fog of cigarettes, she
looked like she was made entirely of spirit.66

Figure 3. Photograph of Leah Goldberg and the writer Ya’acov Horowitz,
1935. Courtesy of the Gnazim Archive and Yair Landau.
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The editor and critic Israel Zmora wrote about the literary cafés
of Tel Aviv,

Figure 4. Illustration of Leah Goldberg in a Tel Aviv café by Nahum Gutman.
Courtesy of the Nahum Gutman Museum, Tel Aviv.
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In most cases the habitués of the café were all men. Women writers
were very few, and they didn’t come to the café regularly, but only spo-
radically. Leah Goldberg was the exception. She used to go to the café
almost daily, but on her own, in a café of her own, and only occasion-
ally mix with all of us in our cafés.67

These two men, Navon and Zmora, who played an important role in
Goldberg’s literary life in Tel Aviv for years, emphasized her unique-
ness as a modern ( Jewish) woman in the café. They saw her as differ-
ent from the collective, whether she was trying to be part of it or
trying to find “a café of her own.” Goldberg herself gave very differ-
ent testimonies about café culture in Tel Aviv and her participation
and role in it. In a late essay dedicated to Avraham Shlonsky in 1954,
she described herself as part of the havurah—the modernist group
Yahdav (Together; figures 5 and 6). She wrote in a somewhat apolo-
getic tone, trying to explain their habit of sitting in cafés:

The evening hours continued till after midnight. Horse carriages used
to pass by the small café in which we met every evening. . . . Later, many

Figure 5. Caricature of Leah Goldberg with modernist poets and writers in
Café Ararat by Adam Shlayn. From left to right: Leah Goldberg, Y. Sa’aroni,
A. Shlonsky, Y. Zmora, Uri Keisari, Menashe Levin, Alexander Penn, Natan
Alterman, Natan Grinblatt, Y. Aricha. Published in Tesha‘ ba-‘erev, Feb. 2,
1939, p. 24.
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people said that these batlanim [idlers] were spending day and night in
“Kassit.” . . . Well, these batlanim actually met there after an exhausting
day of work. . . . All of us used to “steal some time” in order to write
poems. . . . In the evening, instead of going to sleep, we were allowing
ourselves to be batlanim, sit in the café, converse, and argue.68

In contrast to Goldberg’s answer to the questionnaire in Tesha‘ ba-
‘erev, in which she spoke about the regrettable woman “whose mo-
dernity is conveyed by her way of dressing and her sitting in fancy ur-
ban cafés,” here she wrote about the productive role of the café,
which allowed her as a female poet to be together with a group of
poets, all men, to steal time, write, argue, and converse.

Goldberg’s choice of Hebrew—batlan, an idler—is not coincidental.
There was much discussion in the Yishuv about cafés in the new Jewish
urban environment of Tel Aviv and the place of writers and artists in
them, almost always with the question of the “productivity” of the writer
for a new society with a socialist Zionist ethos.69 In a society in which
working the land was the ideal, the urban European café was seen as
an anomaly, yet the Hebrew writers of the period, who cast themselves
as pioneers, liked the urban café. This is the reason for the intense
discussion about batlanut (idleness) and for Goldberg’s apologetic tone
(although it was not without a touch of irony). This is especially pro-
nounced in an article dedicated to Shlonsky and his role in Yahdav.

Figure 6. Photograph of Leah Goldberg with modernist poets and writers in
Café Ararat. Courtesy of the Gnazim Institute Tel Aviv and Yair Landau.
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But Goldberg also felt a real ambivalence about the café, espe-
cially in Palestine, which reflected two seemingly conflicting tenden-
cies. As Hamutal Bar-Yosef has claimed, on the one hand Goldberg
was attracted to what can be called “cultural aristocracy” and to the
bourgeois gentility in which she grew up in Europe. On the other
hand, Goldberg was repulsed by “petite-bourgeoisie” and saw herself
as a proletarian poet, not so much in the political socialist sense but
in her rejection of the prominent notion that writers only write for
themselves (or for each other) and in what she saw as vulgar, shallow
bohemianism.70

In this context, it is essential to look at a very different (and much
earlier) piece that Goldberg wrote about Tel Aviv cafés, a short limer-
ick that she inscribed in the guestbook of Café Retzki, which was estab-
lished in 1932 (at the corner of Allenby and Bialik Streets) and was for
a few years a center of Tel Aviv literary and artistic life (figure 7):

I, who am late for any occasion
I was also late for this occasion of “sitting together.”
Every song of praise has preceded my own

Figure 7. Leah Goldberg’s contribution to the guestbook of Café Retzky in
Tel Aviv. Published in Beit-kafeh, makom katan koh! Beit-kafeh, davar adir! Kafeh
Retzki, kafeh sifruti be-Tel Aviv, 1932–1935 (Ben Shemen, 2006), 146.
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so what is the value of me or my tribute?
And as always, this time I wouldn’t know whether it is the beginning of
a period or its ending,
I (like A.S. in “the banquet”) today sign: Goldberg Leah.71

In spite of the lighthearted tone of this short and simple text, the
motifs of belatedness and marginality are important, even crucial.
Goldberg takes a position—a poetic and psychological one—of be-
ing late, which is related to her general position of marginality,
of being an outsider/insider.72 As in Berlin’s Romanisches Café,
Goldberg also feels marginal and belated in the cafés of Tel Aviv,
despite the fact that in 1935 Hebrew culture and café culture in Tel
Aviv were on the rise, not in their twilight.73 This position surely has
to do with the fact that Goldberg was a woman in a group of male
writers and with the fact that she did not understand herself as a
“poetic pioneer” in Palestine, a position that most important male
poets of the time—Avraham Shlonsky, U. Z. Greenberg, Yitzhak
Lamdan, Natan Alterman—adopted (as is evident, for example, in
Shlonsky’s famous description of himself as a “road-builder bard
in Israel” in the poem “‘Amal” [Toil, 1927]).74 Goldberg did not see
herself as a pioneer, either in the common (and clearly masculine)
sense or in the more poetic sense of literary history. She saw herself
as someone who explicitly aspired to perpetuate the poetic world
that existed in Europe. As Ticotsky has argued, Goldberg admired
and tried to emulate the writers of the generation before her, those
writers (like Gnessin, Yosef Hayim Brenner, Avraham Ben-Yitzhak,
and others) who were born toward the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury and experienced World War I, the Russian Revolution, and the
first waves of modernism in Europe.75

Goldberg’s feelings of belatedness and marginality, which were at
least partly voluntary, meant that, unlike some of her male counter-
parts, she wrote frequently about the crisis of physical and cultural
immigration. This is beautifully expressed in her writing about Tel
Aviv cafés. In poems and short stories composed in the late 1930s
and early 1940s, Goldberg wrote about local cafés in such a way that
it is difficult to tell whether they are in Europe or Tel Aviv. These
poems emphasize, paradoxically, the simultaneous similarity and
unbridgeable gap between these two worlds. This is especially salient
in a cycle of poems, published in the newspaper Davar in 1937, with
the title “Arba‘ah shirim mi-beit kafeh” (Four Poems from a Café).76

There is a strong narrative element in this cycle, each poem a
story in miniature, the combination of images creating a complex
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narrative structure. The cycle—both in its title and in its style, mood,
and content—is clearly in dialogue with Ya’akov Shteinberg’s cele-
brated cycle “Sonetot mi-beit-ha-kafeh” (Sonnets from the Café),
written and published in Berlin in 1922.77 In her poems, of course,
Goldberg sits in and writes about Tel Aviv cafés, but it is plausible
that the cafés of Berlin, about which she had written so much, were
also on her mind.

Much of the cycle takes place in a café on the beach of Tel Aviv.
Although Tel Aviv had developed away from the sea, closer to the
railway station and the train to Jaffa, in its early years, in the late
1920s development increased along the beach, with numerous cafés
dotting the streets close to the seashore.78 This development, and
a certain tension between beach cafés (many of them spaces with
live music, dancing, and cabarets) and “inland cafés,” is related to
another division, namely the one between the European and the
Levantine café. This division was present from the very beginning
of the twentieth century, when Hebrew culture was created in Jaffa,
and writers like S. Y. Agnon described the differences between the
Arab cafés of Jaffa, the German cafés of Sarona (the German colony
of Jaffa), and the first Jewish cafés in the outskirts of Jaffa, which
were a mixture of both.79 All these divisions and tensions are present
in Goldberg’s cycle of four Tel Aviv café poems, in the way that she
straddles Palestine and Europe, orient and occident, modern and
biblical, and male and female.

In the first poem (number 5 in the appendix), the woman speaker
tells readers about a certain man who is part of a group of bohemians,
writers, and artists, someone who “sat by the table of friends and
spoke about humans’ death.” The Tel Aviv café, with its smoke and its
modern, nontraditional (and nonharmonic) jazz music—a new arrival
in Tel Aviv—seems to be the perfect setting for what this man is say-
ing: “The wine got warm in the café and on the radio the saxophone
shrieked, / a shadow was hanging and froze on an ancient wise face /
and blushed the paleness of someone who listens like me.” The fe-
male speaker, perhaps the poet Goldberg herself, is apparently only
a passive listener; the jazz syncope is laughing at her, as if saying,
“you will never, ever understand.”

The second part of the poem moves from the wise man to the
speaker, who is revealed to understand what is being said, perhaps
more than the wise man and his group of male friends. Her under-
standing is ostensibly the result of her experience, which the poem
describes as separation from “the one who promised to come—the
one who is the closest of all.” Her anguish at being the lone woman
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in the café, her love unrequited—and perhaps also being a new im-
migrant, one who (in spite of her relatively young age) experienced
the traumas of separation and immigration—helps her to under-
stand that “the small hand of the clock (the hand of the hours) is
not mistaken.” The speaker’s understanding is double: she knows
that the one she awaits will not come, but she also says, “Soon. The
living? The dead? Those who are gone. / Those who are gone will not
come.” Her disappointment and ultimate acceptance of her unre-
quited love are also an acceptance of death and those who are gone.

The second and third poems in the cycle continue to describe
the atmosphere, the characters, and the events in the Tel Aviv café
from the point of view of the female speaker/poet. In the second
poem, which takes place in the late evening after a long day of work,
the speaker highlights not only the intimate, almost familial atmo-
sphere of the café’s habitués (perhaps the masculine poetic group
Yahdav, represented metonymically by the “forelocks” in the third
line of the poem) but also the social and erotic tensions between
them and the female customers at the café.

The speaker provides poetic snapshots from the smoky café, in
addition to fragments from the conversations taking place there.
The café conversation is compared to “that wind that whirleth about
in the book of Kohelet [Ecclesiastes].”80 The comparison between
the conversation in the café and the famous wind of Ecclesiastes
has at least two different motivations: one is the obvious connection
between the wind that goes around and comes around and the end-
less rhythmic waves of conversations in the café. The second is the
unusual biblical assertion (unusual from a Eurocentric point of view)
that “the wind goeth toward the south,” typical of the hamsin (the
hot southerly wind), so unfamiliar to European immigrants to Pales-
tine (and about which Goldberg wrote extensively).

This is only the first of many comparisons that the speaker in
Goldberg’s cycle of poems makes between the modern Tel Aviv café
and the ancient, mythological biblical past. The speaker employs
Ecclesiastes, the Song of Songs, and Genesis in these poems in a
way that emphasizes the lingustic and geographical proximity to, as
well as the ironic distance (and huge difference) between, the semi-
oriental Levantine Tel Aviv café and the Bible.

The conversation in the second poem of the cycle, which mainly
takes place between a man and a woman, seems to be casual, even
flirty. However, the lightness of the conversation (light as the wind)
barely hides the presence of erotic tensions: “to pay, and on the way
out [of the café] to smile at the neck of a [female] guest.” It can also
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barely hide the unbearable weight of “longing,” the “carpet that
covers the abyss,” and the chatter that helps to pass a sleepless night
in anticipation of “a cold, lame day” and another “evening around
the [café] table.”

The third poem in the cycle (number 6 in the appendix, which
Goldberg chose to include under the title “Jacob and Rachel” in her
second volumes of poems, published in 1939) begins with a noctur-
nal description of the cityscape of Tel Aviv through the eyes of the
speaker, who sits in a café not far from the beach.81 The speaker
watches the “ships” that “sing to the waves / and bodies sail to the
border of the hamsin.” In contrast to these ships, which are able to
sail away, the stationary speaker writes that she “sits in the café / and
counts the pulse of lamps.” This “pulse of the lamps” (lamps that are
presumably reflected in the windows of the café) is also the pulse of
Goldberg’s European years: “twenty-nine, thirty-two”—these are the
years in which she completed her studies in Kovno and Berlin and
moved on to different places. The ellipses following the numbers
express the break in Goldberg’s life and the continuation of it in Tel
Aviv. At the same time, as Wendy Zierler has noted, “twenty nine . . .
thirty two . . . ” are also (foreshadowing the following stanzas) the
chapters in the book of Genesis in which Jacob meets Rachel and in
which Jacob, Rachel, and Leah finally part from Laban.82

The urban café on Tel Aviv’s beach is a point in the present, but
it is also frozen in time and takes her to a different time in Palestine:
“O God, you have stretched the sky / on top of the soil of an oriental
legend.” This “oriental legend” is the story of Jacob and Rachel, and
the speaker creates a fascinating, ironic parallel between herself, the
modern woman poet sitting in a Tel Aviv café, smoking and waiting,
and the biblical matriarch Rachel, who yearns for Jacob. Of course,
the irony here is double (or even triple) because Goldberg’s name is
Leah and not Rachel. Leah—or rather, the female speaker of the
poem, who is parallel to Rachel (described in Genesis 29:17 as “beau-
tiful of form and appearance”)—is the one whose “eyes are tender”
(presumably from crying), like the biblical Leah. But this modern-day
Rachel, who does the watching, thinking, and feeling, is a very differ-
ent female protagonist from the biblical Rachel, who is seen only
from Jacob’s point of view as a great beauty.

Still, this active role of being the poetic I does not stop the modern-
day Rachel—a woman poet like Leah Goldberg—from sitting alone
in the Tel Aviv café, smoking and waiting for the lover who, as she
already knows very well, will never come. Though the frustrating situ-
ation is familiar, going back to the Hebrew Bible, the speaker of the
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poem seems to accept her predicament and even exploit it for pur-
poses of contemplation and poetic insight.83

This ironic double speaker—both modern and biblical— also ap-
pears in the fourth poem of the cycle. Here, Goldberg takes us again
to the café where the speaker sits on her own. She hears (or imagi-
nes hearing) “a long, melting oriental tune,” which leads the female
speaker’s longing to the subject of her lover: “If only you would be
with me, if only you would sit opposite. / Who will be silent and lis-
ten to the story?” The next stanza, however, brings the bittersweet,
ironic realization that “it’s always been so”—not only in the European
“wine-house” (in which the “fluttering gaze” of the lover quickly
“returns to itself”) but even as far back as the Bible. As the poem
continues, the speaker (Goldberg’s alter ego), sitting and longing in
the modern-day café, imagines the Song of Songs’ Shulammite enter-
ing the Tel Aviv café herself.

The cycle “Arba‘ah shirim mi-beit kafeh” and its dynamics of gen-
der (along with its interplay between European and Levantine, old
and new, inside and outside) bring to mind the opening poem of an-
other cycle, one that Goldberg published in 1939 with the title “Aviv
ehad” (One Spring).84 This dramatic piece (number 7 in the appen-
dix), which takes place “on the small terrace of a [Tel Aviv] café,”
poetically enacts the separation of its female speaker from her lover
after what seems like a short-lived affair. From the café terrace, she
looks at the city’s “display windows” and “glistening road” and feels
the “coolness after a hamsin,” which spring evenings in Tel Aviv
sometimes bring. On the café terrace, she and her lover sit together
one more (probably the last) time, contemplating the “weightless,
evaporated nothingness” that surrounds them. As she sits in the café,
with its “checkered tablecloth” like a “fortified and straitly shut up
wall” (an allusion to the wall of Jericho in Joshua 6:1), the speaker
realizes that “the slight quivering in the tip of my fingers / no longer
yearns for those opposite.” In this moment she feels the demise of
erotic desire and insists that now “everything was simple.” This mun-
dane scene, however, cannot conceal the tense eroticism inherent in
the setting: “the sea behind our back / that licked the body of the
living sand /. . . those couples / who hug each other in the darkness
of the street.” The speaker must admit that these ordinary sights,
and the “late bloom” smell of flowers, are a burden that “weigh on
her like a foreign loved body,” arousing desire and humiliating her
with a “caressing, masculine indifference.”

If the poem thus far gives the impression of an aroused and irri-
tated woman, its ending provides the reader with a moment of
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unexpected release. The speaker is sure that the (former) male lover
is thinking “probably tonight / you will open all the windows / and
not sleep. And you will try to rhyme / the thinness of my body with
the heat of the hamsin.” Though this happens in the mind of the
speaker, the ex-lover then “gets up” and with a “faint shadow of a
smile” hints to her that it is time to go: “It’s eleven-thirty.” This emo-
tionally turbulent poem sets in motion the rest of the revealing cycle
of poems, one that constitutes a longer autobiographical poema (nar-
rative poem). The fact that the poem takes place in a café shows us
how charged, erotically and otherwise, the space of the Tel Aviv café
was for Goldberg, with its drama of gender dynamics and its inter-
play between the sea and the city and between the natural and the
artificial.

Tel Aviv cafés also play an important role in a number of short
stories that Goldberg wrote around the same period, especially in
the story entitled “Ha-nes ha-shahor” (The Black Flag, or The Black
Miracle, 1938).85 This is a story within a story, told from the point
of view of Israel Nedanya, an older writer from Europe who has just
arrived in Tel Aviv. The story opens with Nedanya’s recurring daily
routine, a scene that highlights his sense of loss and estrangement in
his new environment. He sits every day in a café, “on the spacious
balcony overlooking the sea.” Nedanya does not “direct his first gaze
at the sea.” Instead,

he first noticed the white and red stripes of the fabric . . . and how they
are reflected like the glass that covers the café tables. Then, his ear is
finely tuned to the quiet and soft music of the spoons against the demi-
tasse cups, the rustle of the newspaper and the steps of the waiter.”

Only after “the hot cup of coffee is served to his table” can he “glance at
the sea and the beach in front of him.”86

The Tel Aviv beach café (figure 8), which functions for Nedanya
as a space for inner reflection and for careful attention to the famil-
iar sounds and sights of the café, is also his substitute for Europe.
Nedanya’s attachment to the daily rituals of the European-style café
(which has now found an old-new life in the Levant), more than any-
thing else, marks the break in his world following his immigration
from Europe to Palestine. The black flag, which Nedaya sees in the
background of the white sand (signaling danger on the stormy sea for
swimmers), is also an expression of his predicament in Tel Aviv. It re-
minds him of a disturbing letter he received from Europe, which he
cannot stop thinking about. The reader first learns about this letter
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from Nedanya’s thoughts, conveyed by the third-person narrator. Later
in the story, the narrator recounts the story of the letter, as Nedanya
meets a friend by the name of Anschel Dor, another new immigrant
to Palestine who has left a position as lecturer in ornithology at the
University of Cologne and now sits in the Tel Aviv café. He “cannot
even hear a shout” because he has lost his hearing.87

As the awkward conversation between these two European Jews con-
tinues, the reader learns that the disturbing letter sitting in Nedanya’s
pocket was actually written by Dor’s daughter, the 19-year-old Agatha,
who committed suicide (shortly after writing the letter) in Vienna.
Nedanya is procrastinating, trying to avoid giving Dor the terrible news.
Nedanya tries to talk about the black flag on the beach in an attempt
to foreshadow the dark news, but Dor cannot guess what is about to
come. He has a secret of his own about his daughter, namely, that
when she was a young schoolgirl she was secretly in love with Nedanya,
who was then a Hebrew teacher at her Jewish school in Europe.

The story ends abruptly when Nedanya finds out that he was the
object of Agatha’s unrequited love, with Dor on the verge of discov-
ering that his daughter is not alive anymore. Unable to shout the
news to him (after it was whispered but not heard), Nedanya cannot
bring himself to reveal the contents of the tragic letter. As the story
ends, the two men sit opposite each other in the Tel Aviv café in a

Figure 8. Photograph of Leah Goldberg and the poet Raphael Eliaz in a café
on the beach of Tel Aviv. Courtesy of the Gnazim Institute Tel Aviv and Yair
Landau.
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tense, charged silence. They probably do not need words to convey
to each other the remorse and responsibility they both carry for the
lost life of the young girl left behind in Europe. The scene in the
Tel Aviv café, centered around the girl as a symbol of a Europe that,
in 1938, is on the brink of war, becomes an arena for the demise of
European culture and for the irreparable break that older European
immigrants in Tel Aviv, figures like Nedanya and Shor, feel.88

This break also appears in a journalistic essay, a feuilleton, that
Goldberg wrote and published under the pseudonym Ada Grant in
1944. In it Goldberg describes a visit to the Tel Aviv zoo:

I’m walking between the cages of the exotic birds, the water birds and
the land birds. The more I look at them, the more I feel that I hap-
pened to be in an Immigrant Society house. Such alienated creatures!
And each one of them carries a testimony of its past life. Anyone who
visits a large café in Tel Aviv will see something akin to this will. Each
bird shows in its face a mark of the past with a foreign landscape and a
longing for the world it had to leave. Without much choice they are
adapted to the new environment, but how pronounced is the fact that
they were forced to do so.89

This sensitive description of the café as a zoo,90 as an Immigrant
Society house, repeats itself later in Goldberg’s well-known retrospec-
tive cycle of poems, “Ha-masa‘ ha-katsar be-yoter” (The Shortest Journey)
(1961). In this cycle, the older Goldberg revisits her experience as an
immigrant in Tel Aviv, the city in which “every raven announces a dif-
ferent continent/shore.”91

In the second poem in the cycle, “‘Erev be-veit ha-kafeh” (Evening
in the Café), Tel Aviv appears from within the space of the café as “a
city in a many-colored robe / on the balconies’ awnings.” The perspec-
tive of the speaker is double, both the older and the younger women.
Her gaze is directed not only to the “very young” who “know the value
of time and its meaning” but also to “the old man . . . who has no rea-
son to hurry.”92 The speaker (parallel to the 50-year-old Goldberg)
sees herself both as a young immigrant to Palestine, sitting in Tel Aviv
café, and as a veteran European-Israeli poet looking backward.

Jerusalem Café Epilogue

In 1961, when Goldberg published the poem “‘Erev be-veit ha-kafeh,”
she had just moved from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem in order to become a
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lecturer in European literature at the Hebrew University, where she
later served as chair of the newly founded Department of Compara-
tive Literature. Even before moving to Jerusalem, Goldberg was famil-
iar with the city. In Jerusalem, she met and became friendly with
European figures like Gershom Scholem, Martin Buber, Shlomo
Pines, and other prominent members of the Hebrew University aca-
demic community. She also became acquainted with Hebrew writers
such as S. Y. Agnon and Shlomo Tsemah, and she was a sought-after
figure for younger students and writers, some of them, like Tuvia
Ruebner, who had come from Europe as Holocaust survivors.

Part of Jerusalem’s literary and intellectual life took place in cafés
like Hermon, Atarah, Rehaviah, Europah, Sichel, and Vienna that
were established in the city in the 1930s and 1940s, mainly by immi-
grants from Central Europe.93 Goldberg was familiar with some of
these cafés from visits to Jerusalem while she was still living in Tel
Aviv. When she finally moved to Jerusalem, she sat, met people, and
sometime worked and wrote in these cafés.

Compared with the wealth of literary texts that Goldberg created
about Berlin and Tel Aviv cafés, she wrote very little about Jerusalem
cafés. However, one of the most significant pieces in which Goldberg
reflects on café culture in the Yishuv and the newly founded State of
Israel is a memoir, Pegishah ‘im meshorer (An Encounter with a Poet,
1952). Goldberg relates an encounter with Avraham Ben-Yitzhak
(known as Dr. Sonne), whom she admired and whom the book is
primarily about.94 In the same book, which some people justifiably
read as another of her novels, Goldberg also writes about café meet-
ings with Else Lasker-Schüler.95 It is hardly surprising that so many
of these meetings happened in cafés, as both Ben-Yitzhak and Lasker-
Schüler were central figures in café culture in Vienna and Berlin and
both were refugees in Jerusalem after World War II.96

Although Goldberg met Ben-Yitzhak for the first time in a Tel
Aviv café shortly after he arrived in Palestine in 1938,97 most of their
encounters were in Jerusalem cafés. A crucial scene in the memoir
takes place after one of these café meetings, during which, as the
narrator reports, the older male poet talked about “the compla-
cence, routine and laziness of politicians and clerks.”98 After the
meeting, Goldberg describes taking a walk in the streets of Rehaviah
and making her way to a meeting with a female friend in Café Her-
mon, at 10 Keren Kayemet Street. Café Hermon was well known to
Goldberg as a meeting place for German Jewish scholars, writers,
and thinkers, who were its most celebrated habitués.99 However, on
the specific evening that Goldberg wanted to visit the café, there was
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a meeting of clerks from the Histadrut, the Jewish labor federation
(the café was also known as a place for gatherings of politicians,
clerks, and activists). Goldberg cannot help but recall Ben-Yitzhak’s
words, engendering in her a strong feeling of shame. The reason for
Goldberg’s heightened sensitivity was her feeling that she was also
part of this havayah pekidudit–henvanit (clerk–grocer existence), as
Ben-Yitzhak called it.100

Goldberg describes dragging her female friend outside Café Her-
mon and urging her to move somewhere else. They find themselves
in a small café called Sichel, on Ben-Yehudah Street. “We went to
Café Sichel” writes Goldberg, and then,

[as] soon as we entered we saw Else Lasker-Schüler sitting at one of the
tables. The café was practically deserted, and she was sitting in her usual
place, grey as a bat, tiny, ragged, immersed in herself. Suddenly I was
possessed by all the echoes of that afternoon’s conversation [with Ben-
Yitzhak], and by a feeling of guilt that had become overwhelming. Ter-
rible poverty, mad loneliness of a great poet! Hadn’t I been living a lie,
sinning against truth, purity, poetry? Wasn’t the terrible image of her sit-
ting there a symbol of the unjust lives we had, we the others, the rhyme-
makers from time to time? I had seen two poets that evening; both of
them were tragically alone, living in a dreadfully black world. And I—
how could I stand in front of them with my “normal” life?101

At this point in the narrative, Goldberg feels that she must do
something but is not sure what. She sees a boy entering the café car-
rying violets on a tray and ends up purchasing a bouquet of flowers,
which she gives to Lasker-Schüler, shy as a schoolgirl. “It’s for you,”
Goldberg has to repeat twice to the irritated old woman. “I love your
poems,” Goldberg says to Lasker-Schüler, and she feels that “her face
lit up. A sweet lighting of understanding crossed her eyes. She ex-
tended her hand and took the violets without thanking me.”102

In this haunting and highly complex scene, characteristic of the
book as a whole, Goldberg brings into sharp relief the paradoxical
contrasts in her personality and in her literary cultural work, the
same contrasts that appear many times in her writing about cafés,
and in her place in the café as a Jewish woman writer in Europe and
in Palestine. This memoir, written in the latter half of Goldberg’s
life, also sheds light on the enigmatic quote from Tesha‘ ba-‘erev with
which I began this essay.

On the one hand we see the petit-bourgeois “clerk-grocer exis-
tence,” as Ben-Yitzhak called it, and on the other hand the bohemian
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spirit of the café. The strict gender relations that the space of the café
dictates become visible, but so does the freedom that the café en-
ables, sometimes even celebrates: the closeness to others, as well as
the emphasized loneliness. Through the lens of the thirdspace of the
café, we see not only Goldberg’s strong ties to European Jewish poets
and writers of the previous generation whom she admired but also
her attempts to release herself from their influence in order to find
her own voice.

The role of the café as a real and imaginary thirdspace in Goldberg’s
life and literary work—in different styles and genres, and over a long
period of time—sheds a new and focused light on crucial themes such
as gender, space, urbanism, modernism, and immigration; Goldberg’s
attitude toward Europe and Palestine; her writing in different genres;
and her dynamic, ever-changing place in Hebrew and Jewish literature
and culture. Goldberg’s presence in café culture and her writing about
it emphasized her sense of belatedness and being an insider/outsider
—one who is part of creating modernist Hebrew and Jewish literature
and also removed from many aspects of it. As such, an examination of
Goldberg and the poetic space of the coffeehouse also complicates the
gendered narratives of the café and the story of the transformation
of Jewish café culture from Europe to the Yishuv and, eventually, the
State of Israel.
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Notes

Unless otherwise indicated, all translations from foreign-language sources
are mine.
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in the Talmud. Lyuba Goldberg left Kassit in 1937 and opened Café
Ararat at 9 Ben-Yehudah Street. In 1942, Goldberg reopened Kassit
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2007), 226–30.

5 Ralph S. Hattox, Coffee and Coffeehouses: The Origin of a Social Beverage in
the Medieval Near East (Seattle, 1985).
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W. Cowan, The Social Life of Coffee: The Emergence of the British Coffeehouse
(New Haven, Conn., 2005).
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of Global Modernisms, ed. Mark Wollaeger (Oxford, 2012), 433–58. My
forthcoming book, A Rich Brew: Urban Cafés and Modernist Jewish Culture,
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Jewish culture.
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19 On the rise of women’s Hebrew poetry during the 1920s and 1930s
and women’s avoidance of writing about the Zionist project in Palestine
from a political point of view, see Dan Miron, Imahot meyasedot, ahayot
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21 The poem was first published in the journal Turim in November 1933
and collected in Goldberg, Taba‘ot ‘ashan (Tel Aviv, 1935). It was repub-
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1973), 1: 21.
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30 Ekphrasis (Greek, description), refers to the vivid description of a scene
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34 Note how Goldberg alternates between the masculine Hebrew noun
krakh (metropolis) and the feminine Hebrew noun ‘ir (city), thus
making gender dynamics part of the interplay between the city and the
people in the café.

35 See Giddon Ticotsky’s detailed discussion of the history of the manu-
scripts in Leah Goldberg, Avedot, ed. Giddon Ticotsky (Tel Aviv, 2010),
331–34.

36 See Weiss, “Small Town in Germany,” 200–229; Allison Schachter,
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ing Leah Goldberg’s Avedot,” Comparative Literature 65, no. 3 (2013):
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37 Goldberg, Avedot, 12.
38 Ibid.
39 This description of the café as a modern temple is very similar to

Shimon Halkin’s 1926 Hebrew feuilleton about the Café Royal in
New York City, which Goldberg might have been familiar with. See
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41 Ibid., 280.
42 Ibid., 284.
43 Ibid., 285.
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45 Ibid., 85.
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48 Ibid., 90.
49 Ibid.
50 On the crisis of Kron in Goldberg’s novel and on Hebrew modernism
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“Orientalism.”

51 By making it impossible to distinguish between fiction and reality, author
and narrator, or addressee and reader in this epistolary text, Goldberg’s
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52 Leah Goldberg, Mikhtavim mi-nesia‘ medumah (Tel Aviv, 1937), 15–16.
53 There is no doubt that Goldberg visited these places while she lived in
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ice cream at Café Josty? At the time we both thought we were so mature
especially when your father ordered us cigarettes, just like two ladies. . . .
I could write pages and pages about that day”; Weiss, “Nothing in My
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54 In the fictitious Briefe nach Norwegen, published first in Der Sturm and
later as the extended epistolary novel Mein Herz (1912), Else Lasker-
Schüler portrayed herself among the Berlin café bohemians. The work
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