
Leah (Lea) Goldberg (1911-1970) was a prolific Hebrew-language poet, author, 

playwright, literary translator, and comparative literary researcher. Her writings are 

considered classics of Israeli literature.  

Leah Goldberg was born to a Jewish Lithuanian family from Kaunas; however her 

mother traveled to the nearby German city of Königsberg in order to give birth in better 

medical conditions.  When the First World War broke out, three-year-old Goldberg had 

to escape with her parents to the Russian Empire, where they spent a year in hard 

conditions.  

According to Goldberg's autobiographical account, in 1938, when the family traveled 

back to Kaunas in 1919, a Lithuanian border patrol stopped them and accused her father 

of being a "Bolshevik spy". They locked the father in a nearby abandoned stable, and 

abused him by preparing his execution every morning for about a week and cancelling it 

at the last moment. When the border guards finally let the family go, Goldberg's father 

was in a serious mental state. He lost his ability to function normally and left his family 

to receive treatment, though it is unclear what his fate was and why he never returned to 

his family.  

Leah Goldberg never married. She and her mother became very close and lived together 

until Leah's death.  

Goldberg's parents spoke several languages, though not Hebrew. However, Goldberg 

learned Hebrew at a very young age, as she received her elementary education in a 

Jewish Hebrew-language school. She was determined to write in Hebrew and quickly 

mastered the language, Even though she was fluent and literate in various European 

languages, from a young age Goldberg wrote her published works, as well as her personal 

notes, only in Hebrew.  

Goldberg received a Ph.D. from the Universities of Berlin and Bonn in Semitic languages 

and German. Her erudition and renown was such that a leading newspaper in Palestine 

excitedly reported her plans to immigrate to that country. In 1935, she settled in Tel Aviv, 

where she joined a group of Zionist Hebrew poets of Eastern-European origin known as 

Yachdav. 

Goldberg worked as a high-school teacher and earned a living writing rhymed 

advertisements until she was hired as an editor by the Hebrew newspapers Davar and Al 

HaMishmar. She also worked as a children’s book editor.  In 1954 she became a 

literature lecturer at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, advancing to full professor in 

1963, when she was appointed head of the university's Department of Comparative 

Literature.  

Goldberg's poems for children's became classics of Hebrew-language children's literature.  

With exemplary knowledge of seven languages, Goldberg also translated numerous 

foreign literary works exclusively into Modern Hebrew from Russian, Lithuanian, 
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German, Italian, French, and English. Of particular note is her magnum opus of 

translation, Tolstoy's epic novel War and Peace, as well as translations of Rilke, Thomas 

Mann, Chekhov, Akhmatova, Shakespeare, and Petrarch, plus many other works.  

In 1946, Goldberg published her first Hebrew novel, Vehu ha'or, literally: "And he is the 

light"; also translated "it is the light", "this is the light"). The novel had a strong 

autobiographical basis. 

Unlike many of her contemporary peers, Goldberg avoided outright political poetry. 

She died of cancer in 1970. Goldberg received the Israel Prize for Literature 

posthumously.  In 2011, Goldberg was announced as one of four great Israeli poets who 

would appear on Israel's currency (together with Rachel Bluwstein, Shaul 

Tchernichovsky, and Natan Alterman).  
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