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TU BISHVAT-HISTORY

The new year for trees
in Israel's th year

Children get close to the land on Tu Bishvat, 2005. (Photos: joe Malcolm)

people in November 1898, planting a 
cypress tree in Motza just outside Jeru- 
salem was a dramatic highlight that 
captured his imagination. He described 
it in his diary.

Herzl had come to Eretz Yisrael hoping 
to meet German Kaiser Wilhelm, who 
was also in the Holy Land. Visiting vari- 
ous parts of the country, Herzl traveled 
from the coastal settlements of Mikve 
Israel and Rishon Lezion toward Jerusa- 
lem. His entourage stopped at a small 
community named Motza. He and those 
traveling with him entered the village to

• By DAVID GEFFEN

T
u Bishvat has a beauty of its own 
- a time when we continue to en- 
sure that our land will grow and 
develop through afforestation. What 

most people are unaware of is that the 
Keren Kayemeth Lelsrael-Jewish Na- 
tional Fund uses the money collected 
to purchase land and develop the land 
for settlement. Where the JNF goes, the 
Jewish people follows.

When Theodor Herzl made his first 
and only visit to the homeland of his

Ze'ev Raban, a leading faculty 
member of the Bezalel School of Art, 
drew a series of pictures depicting 
the celebration of jewish festivals in 
Eretz Yisrael itself (with the Tu Bishvat 
depiction here). (Avie Geffen)

was fulfilled well, was to show the world 
the “Jewish home” in Palestine.

Illustrated by Raban, the book depict- 
ed the celebration of the Jewish holi- 
days and Shabbat in various locales in 
the Jewish homeland. Yom Kippur, for 
example, was being observed in the 
Istanbul synagogue in the Old City of 
Jerusalem. On Shavuot, there is a pro- 
cession of children from all the various 
groups - Yemenite to Ashkenazim - car- 
rying the bouquets of flowers. The Lag 
Ba'omer observance was depicted on 
the shores of the Kinneret. Shabbat can 
be experienced as the mother lights the 
candles as her children encircle her.

Trained in Europe, Raban joined the 
Bezalel faculty in 1912 at the invitation 
of the director, Boris Schatz. In that pre- 
World War 1 period, he experienced the 
spirit of growth of the land as a result of 
the initial waves of aliya. Even though 
the draconian rule of the Ottoman 
Turks was restrictive, the Jews in Pales- 
tine at that time laid the foundation of 
the cultural renaissance that flourished 
in the Mandate period.

Once the British took over, with Sir 
Herbert Samuel as the first High Com- 
missioner, the 1920s became a time of 
growth in the Jewish homeland. Dr. 
Batsheva Goldman-Ida, curator of the 
exhibition of Raban’s works, describes 
what the artist was doing.

“The body of his work took form par- 
allel to the historic events [leading to 
the establishment of the state]. His is 
not the work of a hermit or a recluse; on 
the contrary, Raban was a propagan- 
dist... actively involved in creating the 
ethos of the emerging country. His artis- 
tic motifs were to become those of a 
majority Jewish cult ure.”

Through the colorful Raban drawing 
of children planting with the Tower of 
David in the background, we observe 
the delight of the 1920s on this soil. The 
boys are wearing their pith helmets to 
protect them from the sun. Their spiffy

a warm welcome and reception.
When the sun started to set,
Herzl looked out at the land of 
Judea and saw “a variety of lights 
of brilliant colors reflected upon its 
hills.” He knew that he had to plant a 
tree here so he climbed the hill and 
placed a young cypress tree in the earth.

That tree grew quite quickly, accord- 
ing to author Larry Domnitch. “Six 
years later, it stood tall and statuesque 
signifying to the settlers the Jewish peo- 
pie’s return to Zion.”

Some 11 years after Herzl’s trip, Henri- 
etta Szold and her mother visited Eretz 
Yisrael. Pragmatist that she was, Szold 
immediately began to see the possibili- 
ties of our homeland reborn. In her 
comprehensive article on the four- 
month trip published in the American 
Jewish Yearbook, she described the Tu 
Bishvat celebration that she witnessed.

“There was the future in the proces- 
sions of school children, on whose 
breath the world stands, as they wend 
their way singing to Motza, on Hamisha 
Asar be-Shevat [Tu Bishvat], the Palestin- 
ian children's Arbor Day.” She captured 
their joy “as they placed the tiny seed- 
lings into the soil, watering them care- 
fully and hopeful that they would grow 
into tall trees pushing their way against 
the sky.”

Interestingly, even though she had 
never visited the American West, she 
compared the Jewish homeland to a 
fast-developing American state. “Pales- 
tine has the conditions and the oppor- 
trinities of California. The soils in vari- 
ous parts of our homeland are adaptable 
for all sorts of growth.” She stressed that 
the “success of the reforestation work 
already underway may well offset the 
dearth of wood in the country.”

Almost 10 years later, in 1928, an artis- 
tic depiction of children planting on Tu 
Bishvat In the vicinity of Jerusalem 
underscored the meaning of the holi- 
day. Zeev Raban, a leading member of 
the faculty of the Bezalel School of Art 
in Jerusalem, drew a series of pictures 
capturing the celebration of all the Jew- 
ish festivals in Eretz Yisrael itself. They 
appeared in Hageinu (Our Festivals), 
published in New York under the spoil- 
sorship of the well-known Jewish educa- 
tor Zvi Scharfstein.

In the series of books commissioned 
and issued by Scharfstein, he called upon 
a group of artists, Raban being one of 
them, to provide illustrations of the 
modern Jew of the 1920s. His goal, which




