


Introduction by A.B. Yehoshua  
 

 

The seed of this play was planted by Prof. Dan Miron, who gave me a copy of 

his book about the poetry and prose of Ze’ev Jabotinsky.  Best known as the 

founder of Revisionist Zionism, the movement that was the forerunner of the 

Likud and Israel’s right-wing “nationalist camp,” Jabotinsky was also an 

accomplished novelist, poet and translator.  Born in Odessa, he was banished from Palestine by the British in 

1930, and died in New York in 1940, just short of his 60th birthday.    

 

In the course of conversation with Dan Miron, I learned of the failed attempt by Jabotinsky and David Ben-

Gurion, leader of the Labor Zionists, to reconcile their two movements.  The two conducted a series of meetings 

in 1934 in London, facilitated by Pinhas Rutenberg, a pioneering Zionist leader who established the Palestine 

Electric Company under the British Mandate.  

 

This series of meetings whetted my historical curiosity.  When I discovered that during one of the encounters, in 

a private apartment, Ben-Gurion cooked an omelet for Jabotinsky, I was seized by a “literary urge” that resulted 

in this play, which blends actual events with fictional moments.  Re-imagining the dialogue between these two 

extraordinary rivals has been my way of exploring ideological differences that lie at the heart of the Israeli 

experience.   

 

Yet the two men had much in common.  Both were staunch secularists, and one wonders what they would 

make of the fierce disputes between Orthodox and secular Jews in Israel today.  They both subscribed to the 

classic Zionist notion of “shelilat hagolah,” or “the negation of the Diaspora.”  Ben-Gurion did so for reasons of 

identity and morality, and Jabotinsky for existential reasons.  “Eliminate the Diaspora,” he wrote, “or the 

Diaspora will surely eliminate you.”  Jabotinsky further believed that militant nationalism would lead the 

Palestinian Arabs to reconcile themselves to Jewish sovereignty, on condition that their rights as individuals 

would be respected.    

 

In actuality, the two men met eight times on London, which for dramatic purposes I have condensed into two.  

These meetings took place after Hitler rose to power and the Nazi threat had become clear.  As I worked on the 

play, I wondered:  Was it feasible, even before the Holocaust, to establish a Jewish state where great numbers 

of European Jews might have found refuge?  At the time, Jabotinsky was certain that it was possible, if stronger 

steps were taken by the Zionists.  Ben-Gurion believed that the small Jewish community (Yishuv) in Palestine 

was still unready to do battle against the British and the Arabs, and that such a campaign could topple the 

whole Zionist enterprise.    

 

In the event, Ben-Gurion hoped to persuade Jabotinsky to accept his leadership of the Zionist movement in 

Palestine, but to no avail.  Believing that the Labor Zionist position was too conciliatory and defeatist, 

Jabotinsky and the Revisionists left the Zionist Organization, and his disciples Menachem Begin and Yitzhak 

Shamir later became leaders of the Irgun and Lehi (the “Stern Gang.”)   In 1948, Ben-Gurion ordered the 

consolidation of all Israeli fighting forces, and the subsequent shelling of the Irgun ship Altelana, after Begin 

refused to surrender its cargo of weapons.  To this day, this painful history haunts Israel’s efforts to achieve a 

two-state solution to the Palestinian conflict.  

 

Hovering over this play is “The Raven,” the poem by Edgar Allan Poe that Jabotinsky translated brilliantly into 

Hebrew.  What does this bird symbolize? I myself do not know, and Ben-Gurion and Jabotinsky, in the mid-

1930s, wonder what it means to them.  Is it an embodiment of Hitler’s satanic scheme?  Or is it a messenger, 

warning of terrible days to come? 

 

I wish to thank two friends who provided me with valuable guidance:  Prof. Dan Miron, currently of Columbia 

University, and Prof. Yaacov Goldstein, my colleague at Haifa University, co-author of a book – entitled “Without 

Compromise” – about the failed rapprochement of Ben-Gurion and Jabotinsky.  To these two learned scholars I 

dedicate this play.      

Translated from the Hebrew by Stuart Schoffman  
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