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Lithuanian Jewish Culture 
by Dovid Katz

BALTOS LANKOS of Vilnius is proud to publish Dovid Katz’s 
monumental Lithuanian Jewish Culture. It is the most 
comprehensive work ever to appear in Publish on the cultural, 
linguistic and spiritual worlds of the Litvaks.
The Litvaks are the Jews hailing from the lands of the 
medieval Crand Duchy of Lithuania and its successor 
modern states — Lithuania, Belarus, Latvia, and parts of 
northern Ukraine and northeastern Poland.
This exquisite huge folio volume provides an introduction 
to Jewish history and culture starting with antiquity and 
leading methodically to the rise of Lithuanian Jewry some 
seven centuries ago. it covers the traditional rabbinic culture 
of Ashkenazic Jewry, the specifically Lithuanian rabbinic and 
kabbalistic (mystical) traditions, and the llasidic-Misnagdic 
conflict. It carries on to cover the various modernistic m ill 
and 2<>ih century movements, including Yiddishism, Hebraism, 
Zionism, Socialism, and Jewish Art. Sections arc* also 
devoted to the life of the* Litvaks in the interwar republics, 
in emigration centers in America and Israel, and around tlu* 
world today, including the* post-1 loloc aust remnant of survivors 
in Eastern Europe*. Professor Katz has spent a decade* and 
a half leading expeditions to discover and record these 
survivors. Lor tlu* first lime*, a book on Lithuanian Jewry 
appears with equal emphasis on religious and secular Jewish lift*. 
The* chapter on Lithuanian Jewry’s most famous scholar, tlu* 
Caon of Vilna ( 1720— 1707) contains a complete translation 
of the i lever-bo fore translated biography of tlu* Caon penned 
by his two sons shortly after his death. It is in many ways 
astounding, and its more unusual aspects arc* usually loft 
unmentioned in works on the* Caon. There arc* also translations 
of various other never-before-translated excerpts from vital 
works in the* field in Hebrew, Aramaic and Yiddish.
This 4()(> page volume contains :i2.i rare* photographic images 
collected by the author, many tippearing in print for the* first 
time*. There arc* also 2(* maps and charts, all of which tire* 
newly produced specially for this volume by Dr. ciedre Beconyte 
of Vilnius University’s Center for Cartography.
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Note on Transcription

In the study of Jewish culture and history, issues of 

transcription go beyond the realm of standardiza­

tion and convenience. They go to the heart of a 

question that is essential in all cultural studies. Are 

different cultures (or subcultures) worthy of study 

and inherently of equal legitimacy, or is the politi­

cally most powerful the one and only “correct” 

version, all others being erroneous? The answer is 

self-evident.

The common practice of imposing modern 

Israeli (“Sephardic”) pronunciation and transcrip­

tion on the cultural realia of Ashkenazic Jewry, and 

particularly Hast European Jewry, has well-known 

roots. It stems from the (understandable) mid­

twentieth century rush to standardize all and every­

thing on the basis of the choices of the new State of 

Israel. It also has roots in the (rather unfortunate) 

lack of respect of much of the Jewish establishment 

for its own Eastern European Jewish heritage.

Now that the study of East European Jewish 

culture is properly appreciated, it is important to take 

note of its linguistic richness and internal diversity. 

There are three languages to take into account, the 

universal vernacular of the culture, Yiddish, and its

two traditional sacred languages, Hebrew and Ara­

maic. This may all be done without technical pho­

netic symbols thanks to the excellent transcriptional 

system of the Yivo Institute for Jewish Research in 

New York, which is based on the English-friendly 

values of consonants and classic European rendi­

tions of cardinal vowels. In short: sh as in English 

s/iall; kh as in K/jarkov, the “guttural” often spelled 

ch in popular usage (as in CAanukah or Loch Ness); 

tsh as in Mitch or choose; a similar to American o in 

pot; o similar to British pot; e as in pet; i as in thin or 

three, u as in look or true (but without diphthon- 

gization); the diphthongs are ey as in they, ay as in 

aye aye, and, oy as in Reuters (but shorter than the 

English counterparts). It is important to keep in 

mind that in unstressed position (most frequently 

in a syllable following the stressed syllable), e is 

a reduced shewa-type vowel.

A Litvak who is called Sholem, greets his 

friend with a handshake and a Sholem-aleykhem (to 

which the friend replies: Aleykhem - sholem). The 

word for “peace” is sholem. In a popular Eriday 

night prayer that is sung by all the family, the infor­

mal Hebrew Ashkenazic sholeym would be used, or



perhaps the more standard sholoym (in either case 

with stress on the first syllable, less formally; and 

more formally, on the second). In reading from the 

Torah in synagogue, where the ancient accent 

marks are followed, the rendition would have to have 

stress on the last syllable: sholeym (deep Lithuanian 

Hebrew) or sholoym (standardized Lithuanian He­

brew). All the cultural intricacy is lost when shalom 

is used for the whole lot.

This is not a book about the pronunciations of 

Lithuanian Jews. The linguistic and phonetic history 

will not be given. They have been traced in the 

author’s “Phonology of Ashkenazic” (in L. Glinert’s 

Hebrew in Ashkenaz, Oxford 1993) and “The 

Lithuanian Standard and the controversies that sur­

round it” (in Yiddish, in Yivobleter, n.s. 2, N.Y. 1994).

What is important in this book is cultural 

authenticity. Forms of words, names and places are 

chosen from the repertoire of Lithuanian Jewish

culture, not of Israeli culture (though Israeli 

equivalents are sometimes added to enable the 

reader to pursue matters further in various refe­

rence works). This means that choices had to be 

made along the continuum that runs from the most 

informal Yiddish to the most formal Ashkenazic 

I lebrew and Aramaic. Occasionally more than one 

variant is provided.

Where concepts have in effect become hng- 

lish words (for example Gaon, Golem, Hasidim) they 

are left in their popular Lnglish form where the 

native form is not the point of issue. The name of 

the Gaon of Vilna (der Vi'lner goen in Yiddish) was 

of course Eyliohu (Elijah in Lnglish, Eliahu in Israeli 

Hebrew).

The reader need not be concerned with 

mastering the nuances of the internal diversity7 of 

Lithuanian Jewish pronunciations, but it is an aim 

of this book to provide their “feel and taste.”



Jewish Lithuania

Christian and Jewish scholars alike have recorded 

the Stone oj Eysishok, a Jewish gravestone in 

Lysishok (now Lisiskes), a town some thirty-eight 

miles south of Vilna (Vilnius). The Jewish calen­

dar year on the stone corresponds with the year 

1171. Who knows, maybe the stone will one day 

be found again — buried, in a foundation wall, in 

the ballast of a local road, or in the dreams of a 

traveler passing through.

The beginnings of Lithuanian Jewry are an­

cient and clouded in many uncertainties. Histori­

ans are in any case at the mercy of what happened 

to survive and what happened to be found. The 

stone means of course that somebody lived there 

(or not far from there) before he or she died. Such 

simple inferences are a necessary part of the enter­

prise of constructing and reconstructing the early 

centuries of Lithuanian Jewish history. It is a story 

of a civilization rising gradually, for generations 

imperceptibly, over the course of centuries.

The end of Lithuanian Jewry, by contrast, 

came abruptly as part of the most brutal instance of 

genocide in human history. Innumerable details of 

human delight in cruelty are meticulously recorded.

Here “too much” is known for the appetite of the 

average person. It is a story of racial and religious 

hate resulting in the murder of nearly all the women, 

the men and the children of a minority population.

This book is not a history of Lithuanian 

Jewry. Historical data are provided not as an end, 

but as a tool to give context and from time to time to 

help see larger panoramas. Lithuanian Jewish Culture 

is actually an introduction not to one culture but to 

the various cultures of Lithuanian Jews, or Litvaks 

(Yiddish Lhvakes). The aim is to provide understand­

ing of the conceptual and spiritual frameworks of 

each of the cultures of Lithuanian Jewry, as seen 

through its own eyes, as any culture should be stud­

ied (at least as the point of departure). There is ab­

solutely no intention to “boast” about these cultures, 

or to claim that one of them is somehow better than 

another, or than any other culture, for that matter. A 

fine line must be drawn between elucidation of ex­

citing cultural intricacies on the one hand and paro­

chial boasting on the other. The intricacies and de­

tails are what make culture worth studying. There 

is, moreover, nothing wrong with delighting in 

various traditions without having to necessarily



agree, intellectually, philosophically, theologically 

or in any other way, with even one word ol what it 

is they are “saying.”

The historic area of Lithuania is the natural 

territory of Lithuanian Jewish culture. The term 

natural territory is used here, notwithstanding the cir­

cumstance that Lithuanian Jewry never aspired to 

statehood, and the group in question did not by any 

means originate in Lithuania. What is unique in this 

heritage did however originate in Lithuania (and 

neighboring lands), and “where they lived” was the 

place where that heritage rose, grew and became 

natural over the centuries. Not as an exclusive terri­

tory, but as a minority coexisting with the other 

peoples of that territory. Not just a minority but a 

special kind of minority.

The Lithuanian Jewish cultures, like the 

other European Jewish cultures, are to be counted 

among the stateless cultures of Europe. Their carriers 

have never aspired to independence, to armies, to 

navies or to a police force.

The stateless cultures of Europe have sought 

(beyond such personal concerns as the quality of 

life) cultural freedom and the right to pursue the 

continuity of their traditions and belief s, religious 

or otherwise, among themselves. In other words, 

they have sought to be left in peace. Major state­

less cultures in the history of Lithuania include the 

Karaites or Karaim(s); Christian Orthodox Old 

Believers; Roma (Gypsies) and the European Mus­

lims known as Tatars. Of these the Karaites share a 

Hebraic and Old Testament heritage with 

Lithuanian Jewry, though they are a highly distinct 

people.

The Center for Stateless Cultures was set 

up at Vilnius University in the last year of the 

twentieth century. The author was privileged to 

have been part of this inspiring experiment. In 

many ways, this book is a direct outgrowth of the 

Center’s first few years and of its first “child,” the 

university’s Vilnius Yiddish Institute. By learning 

about other cultures, one comes better to under­

stand one’s own, and by listening to the provoca­

tive questions posed by one’s students, one is 

forced to reconsider both notions and givens.

To study any culture in a meaningful way, it 

is vital to dispense with stylish political correct­

ness, and to tell things as they are, or at least as they 

are seen to be by the society in question. Various 

aspects of the history of Lithuanian Jewish culture 

are not particularly popular today with either 

Lithuanians or Jews. This book means to offend 

nobody, but it does not shirk from proposing con­

structions that do not fit current perceptions.

But it must be remembered that the quest 

here is not for any absolute truth. To the contrary, 

there arc no absolute truths in cultural studies, 

just the “local truths” of the societies being stud­

ied, things accepted at a given time and place. We 

may begin therefore with some basic def initions, 

usages, and historical events.

In the study of Lithuanian Jewish culture, 

the word Lithuania does not refer to the territory 

of the present Republic of Lithuania, nor to that 

of its predecessor in the period between the world 

wars. It refers to a land known in Jewish cultural 

history as Lita. This is as good a place as any to 

illustrate three distinct Lithuanian Jewish tradi-



tions, starting with the very name of the land. In 

Yiddish it is Lite (pronounced LIH-teh), spelled 

in Jewish script with the letter ayin at the end (for 

e). In traditional rabbinic Hebrew and Aramaic, 

it is Lito, with the letter alef at the end (for o), 

though casual pronunciation would follow the 

Yiddish. In modern Hebrew it is Zita, with final 

hey (fora). The same is true for the city now called 

Vilnius. Prewar Jewish books published here list 

the place of publication as Vilno (traditional Tal­

mudic books), Vilne (modern Yiddish books) or 

Vilna (modern Hebrew books).

In the case of the city Grodna, the internal 

Jewish intricacies are more elaborate. There is 

the older name, Horodne or Harodne in Yiddish, 

which had its traditional Lithuanian Hebrew 

variant, Horodno (well known to scholars from the 

title pages of Jewish books printed there in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth century). Then there is 

the newer Yiddish Grodne, with its variants Grodno 

(traditional Lithuanian Hebrew) and Grodna 

(modern Hebrew). It isn’t only the Jews, of 

course, who have had more than one name for one 

fine city! Among others, there are Belarusian 

Hrodna, Lithuanian Gardinas, Polish Grodno. 

Which is correct? They are all correct. Spellings 

such as Grodna (and, Kovna, Riga, Vilna) are, in­

cidentally, used in this book as neutral historic 

Lnglish usage. But the very multiplicity of names, 

arising from diverse languages and cultures, for 

one and the same place, is the best sign that the 

place has been the scene of successful 

multiculturalism, a point of pride in the history of 

that place. Intercultural respect and pluralism start

with recognizing that one and the same physical 

space corresponds with an array of conceptual, 

linguistic and cultural spaces, all of which are 

equally legitimate and equally real.

Lita — Jewish Lithuania —  stretches 

from the Baltic Sea in the northwest (modern 

Lithuania and Latvia); Bialystok (now Poland) 

and Brisk (now Brest, Belarus) at its southwest; 

to somewhere near Smolensk (now in the Russian 

Federation) in the northeast; and, finally, defin­

ing an arc for its southern border, touching the 

Black Sea at a point just cast of Odessa (now 

Ukraine). The approximate territory of Lita in its 

classical borders (before the later migrations to 

the Crimean region) is shown on the map on pp. 

16-17. A larger version appears as an insert. The 

place names within the map are given in their Yid­

dish form, as they were and are used by Litvaks (in 

a standardized Latin letter transcription explained 

in the Note on Transcription).

In other words, this culture may be state­

less, but it is not landless. There is a def inite con­

tiguous territory, whose historic geography can 

be determined with relative precision (this map 

continues to be modified based on ongoing expe­

ditions to the “last of the last” survivors in vari­

ous parts of the territory).

Where do the borders of Jewish Lithua­

nia — of Lita — come from, then? They are close 

enough to various periods of the medieval Grand 

Duchy of Lithuania to demonstrate direct deriva­

tion from those earlier times. Allowing for some 

outward movement over the centuries, these bor­

ders are directly derivable from those reached by the



Lithuanian Grand Duke Gedymin (Gediminas) by 

the time of his death in 1341. See the map on page 

19, where the blue line marks the approximate bor­

ders of Lita. 1 listorically speaking, Lita is roughly 

congruent with Gedymin’s territory (marked on the 

map by dark green shading), with some outward 

expansion into the region conquered by his son 

Olgierd (Algirdas), who died in 1 377.

But the borders of Jewish Lithuania are not 

arrived at by using Gedymin’s Grand Duchy of 

Lithuania as a “romantic” point of departure. 

They are set, rather, on the basis of empirical evi­

dence, according to the results of a century of 

fieldwork by linguists, ethnographers, and other 

researchers, a project that still continues among 

the last survivors in the homeland, as well as 

emigres abroad. This fieldwork, part of the larger 

study of Eastern European Jewry, has established 

(sometimes exactly, often with transitional sec­

tors), where the Jews were Litvaks, and where 

they were non-Litvaks. And, to tell the truth, this 

does not (except at the few points of genuinely 

“mixed dialects”) involve anything very compli­

cated. A Litvak can be identified the moment he 

or she opens his or her mouth and says a couple of 

words. So distinctive is the dialect of both the spo­

ken language (Yiddish) and the pronunciation of 

the two ancient sacred languages (Hebrew and 

Aramaic), that the presence of “Litvakness” is 

equally evident to the Litvak (or “northerner” 

within East European Jewry) and the non-Litvak 

(or “southerner”).
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viî yo iji^^v iimi y  ^ Meytshet CirozCvc q Krinik Babroysk
 ̂P oMolkovishitr^ fe îranevitsh  ̂ ^
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But “Litvakncss” goes deeper than dialect. 

In Yiddish, the concept Litvishkayt (which trans­

lates literally as “Lithuanianness”) invokes a host 

of associations, values, memories, and attitudes. 

The last Jew in Suvalk (now Suwalki, Poland), 

Nokhem-Meyshe Adelson, in his high eighties, 

recalls his mother telling him as a little boy that he 

should always have a gute Litvishe harts, literally: 

“a good Lithuanian heart.” That is the traditional 

Lithuanian Jewish sense of the concept 

“Lithuanianness,” far as it may be from the po­

litical correctness of today’s Lithuanians and 

today’s Jews.

Language does not exist in a vacuum. 

When two dialects differ radically from each 

other, the overall differentiation is invariably mir­

rored in all sorts of other ways, and, in the case at 

hand, the Litvaks’ culture is found to be distinc­

tive in other areas, among them religion, tradi­

tions, folklore, scholarship, dress, architecture 

and food.

It is one of the curiosities of statelessness 

that geographic concepts can be more durable than 

for sovereign powers. Grodna, for example, may 

have belonged to Lithuania, Poland-Lithuania, the 

Russian Empire, the interwar Polish Republic, the 

German Third Reich, the Belorussian S.S.R. and 

now the Republic of Belarus. For Lithuanian Jew­

ish culture, by contrast, the question of “who won 

the last war” is uniquely irrelevant to the internal 

world of Jewish culture (though very relevant in 

terms of the tolerance exhibited to minorities). 

Within Jewish culture, it is a city in the heart of 

Litu, and that’s all there is to it.

The “conceptual stability” of places for a 

stateless culture, in sharp distinction to the “who 

controls the place militarily” measure of the na­

tion-states, is but one of the “strengths of weak­

ness.” Stateless cultures inherently have no inter­

est in being the boss or owner of the place. Their 

concern is to be left alone, to be one of the happily 

coexisting minorities.

There is another grand irony. Lithuanian 

Yiddish, the dialect of Yiddish popularly called 

Litvish (“Lithuanian”), is the only language to have 

ever been spoken throughout any phase of the 

Grand Duchy of Lithuania. The Lithuanian lan­

guage, one of the most ancient and enthralling in 

the world, was and is of course the native language 

of the population of ethnic Lithuanians, in the 

Grand Duchy’s westernmost reaches.

And this takes us to the delicate but vital 

question of “Lithuanianness” in the various 

senses of the word. The definition provided by 

nineteenth century nationalism and its successor 

models would perhaps restrict things to ethnic 

Lithuanians whose native vernacular is the 

Lithuanian language.

But the claim to fame of the medieval 

Grand Duchy of Lithuania goes way beyond its 

military prowess, such impressive victories as the 

1410 Battle of Tannenberg (over the Prussians) 

notwithstanding. The Grand Duchy was way 

ahead of its time on an issue infinitely more im­

portant that military might. Weapons are cheap 

but humanism is rare on the pyre of history. And 

that issue rounds precisely on the question of 

Grand-Duchy-Lithuanianness in its classic sense.



Grand D uchy o f  Lithuania (1 3 th—16th cen turies) 
Compared w ith

J e w ish  L ithuania ( Lita/Ltte) in  M odern  T im es
Scale 1: 14,000,000
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Many centuries before the eighteenth cen­

tury “Rights of Man” philosophers and the na­

tion-states founded (or reformed) on their prin­

ciples, the Grand Duchy of Lithuania built a 

multicultural empire that became a land of refuge 

for persecuted peoples from various parts of Eu­

rope and beyond.

It was a multiethnic, multicultural, multi­

lingual empire that was, with various setbacks, 

tolerant of the wide variety of ethnicities, cultures 

and languages that inhabited its lands. “Tolerant” 

is perhaps too weak a word because tolerance 

implies only that the Other is left alone, “toler­

ated.” The Grand Duchy made what we would 

today call multiculturalism an explicit principle. 

The most famous expression of that principle con­

cerning the Jews are the Charters of Witold the 

Great (Vytautas, Vitovt) of 1388 (for Troki and 

Brest) and 1389 (for Grodna). In collective 

Lithuanian Jewish memory he acquired the title 

der Litvisher Keyresh (“The Lithuanian Cyrus”), a 

proud reference to the biblical emperor of Persia 

who permitted the ancient Judeans, exiled from 

their land by the Babylonians in 586 BC, to return 

and continue in peace to adhere to their beliefs 

and traditions, and to rebuild their civilization 

(recounted in the Book of Ezra). This is no mean 

title, coming from an ancient people, whose 

“speciality” is a long memory. All the more so in 

view of the famous section from the book of 

Isaiah that starts with the words: “Thus saith the 

Lord to His anointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand 

I have beholden, to subdue nations before him, 

and to loose the loins of kings; to open the doors

before him, and that the gates may not be shut” 

(Isaiah 45: 1).

Witold’s 1388 charter closely follows the 

privileges issued by Polish rulers, most famously 

Boleslav the Pious, Duke of Kalish, whose charter 

was issued in 1264, and extended to all of Poland 

by Kazimir the Great in 1334. Alas, the proclama­

tions of Gedymin, presumably issued around the 

time of the founding of Vilna in 1323, have been 

lost, and his welcome to Jews to settle in his new 

capital remain largely in the realm of tradition.

The following points are included among 

the thirty-seven sections of Witold’s 1388 char­

ter: A Jew cannot be convicted on the testimony 

of a Christian alone; there need to be two wit­

nesses, a Christian and a Jew (§1); a Jew may 

travel without hindrance within the country, and 

when carrying merchandise must pay the same 

customs duties as others (§ 12); a Christian dam­

aging a Jewish cemetery shall be punished (§14); 

in important cases requiring an oath, a Jew may 

swear on the Old Testament (§ 19); in cases con­

cerning Jews the court is to sit in the synagogue or 

in a place chosen by the Jews (§2 3); return of 

pawned property cannot be demanded on Jewish 

holy days (§29); a Christian neighbor who fails to 

respond to a call for help at night from his Jewish 

neighbor shall pay a fine (§36); Jews may buy and 

sell on the same basis as Christians (§37).

This is more than a charter of equal rights 

among individuals of the majority and minority. 

The language is of course not the language of 

today, but the ideas are strikingly modern. Going 

beyond toleration of the “existence” of a minority



that is a victim of much prejudice, and promulgating 

equality before the law, the charter, like its earlier 

Polish prototypes, recognizes that minorities in 

danger of prejudice and violence need that extra 

measure of legal protection which is so graciously 

provided (the genre of protections subsumed 

under the concept “affirmative action” in the very 

different circumstances of the twentieth century 

and beyond).

This, like the Polish charters, came while 

much of western Europe was sinking in racial ha­

tred and genocide. The First Crusade in 1096 was 

the symbolic harbinger of centuries of mass mur­

der and expulsions, particularly in German towns 

and cities. The atrocities included the Rindflcisch 

massacres of 1298, the violence resulting from ac­

cusations of culpability in the Black Plague which 

struck central Europe in 1348 and 1349, and nu­

merous local outrages, including not infrequent 

instances of individual Jews and entire Jewish 

communities being burned alive for refusing to 

accept Jesus Christ and on the age old charge of 

deicide.

For modern cultural historians it is how­

ever Witold’s charter of the following year, issued 

to the Jews of Grodna on June 18th 1 389, that 

speaks most clearly for the special values of the 

Grand Duchy of Lithuania. This is its text:

In the name of God, Amen.

If the affairs of people are not confirmed bv wit­

nesses and put in writing, they are quickly forgotten.

Therefore we, Alexander, or Witold, by the grace of 

God, Prince of Lithuania, and heir to Grodna and Brest,

Dorogitz, Lutsk, Vladimir, and other lands, affirm for the 

know ledge of the present people and for the people of fu­

ture generations, whose knowledge this document will 

reach, the granting of rights and freedoms for the Jews of 

Grodna, for them as well as for their descendants in future 

generations, as follows:

To live in the areas where thev live in Grodna, that 

is: starting from the bridge of the Castle of Grodna to the 

market, on both sides of the street, to the street which goes 

from Castle Street to Podol; on the areas facing the church 

houses and the house of Ivanovsky; from the other side of 

the street up to the cemetery, and across the cemetery to 

the lot of the Church even up to the very river, the 

Gorodnitza. And, near the castle up to the Little Church; on 

the sites near the river Gorodnitza where the Jewish 

prayerhouse stands; up to their cemetery, where they bury 

their dead, up to the Jewish area bv the Gorodnitza up to 

the small river Gorodnitza and right up to the plot of Pan 

Ivan Fyodorovich, and across from it, all of the other side, 

up to the small street and up to the lot of the Church.

From that cemetery to the present one, lands pur­

chased for it in the future, and likewise lands purchased in 

the future for the sites of Jewish praverhouses, shall not be 

taxed and no levy shall be paid to our treasury on account of 

them.

They are permitted to engage in whatever activity 

thev please in their homes; and to sell and to serve all sorts 

of drinks, whether homemade or imported, with tax paid to 

the state once a year; to buy and sell at the market, and in 

the stalls, and on the streets; thev can do these equal to the 

burghers, and likewise thev mav engage in all crafts.



Jewish butchers may sell, to whomever they wish, 

meat cut into pieces, quartered, or by the slice, in the mar­

ket or in the stalls, this being free of taxes, levies and duties.

We permit them to own lands for plowing and for 

hay, those they own today and the land that they will pur­

chase in the future, equal to the burghers, exploitable and 

with tax paid to our treasury.

And all other rights and freedoms accorded by us to 

the Jews of Brest in 1 388 are assigned to the Jews of Grodna.

All these abovementioned matters are hereby af­

firmed everlastingly and for the centuries by this, our Char­

ter, and granted to them in the presence of the noblemen 

listed below, and confirmed by our seal.

In Lutsk on the eve of John the Baptist Day, June 

1 3th in the year 1 3 89 of the birth of Christ, third indict [of 

the Byzantine cycle], in the presence of honored noblemen: 

Prince Fyodor presently Voevoda of Lutsk; Rimon and 

Zhygimont, knights of Lithuania; also Minkgailo of 

Oshmeny, which is in Lithuania, and in the presence of many 

trustworthy noblemen.

The three sensational concepts in this four­

teenth century document are equality of people 

(“equal to the town’s burghers”), land ownership, 

and the permanence of equal rights (“everlast­

ingly”). In terms of facts, we see a minority com­

munity whose people live in a choice part of the city 

center, owning their own homes and businesses, 

trading on an equal basis with the rest of the city’s 

residents, with rights guaranteed in perpetuity.

To dispense once again with political cor­

rectness, it is more than likely that one of the 

prime factors of the Jewish “feel-good” factor in 

Lithuania was — paganism. Many residues of

paganism were of course prevalent long after the 

(as Europe goes) late conversion to Christianity of 

Lithuania’s rulers (in 1387). Truth to be told, 

most of the major religions have gone through 

periods of bloody tyranny and intolerance (witness 

the historical books of the Old Testament, the 

medieval and not so medieval Church, certain 

branches of Islam, and many others). Paganism 

inherently implies at least more potential for tol­

erance toward the faith of an Other, and on the 

tolerance scales of history, it may therefore be 

much closer to modern notions of human rights 

and freedoms than all of the great established reli­

gions.

The spirit of the charters and the society 

from which they emerged was preserved for many 

centuries by enlightened rulers of Lithuania. That 

spirit did much to create the necessary conditions 

for the rise of the various Lithuanian Jewish cul­

tures, and the eventual ascent of Vilna to the status 

of Jerusalem oj Lithuania.

The great Lithuanian writer Tomas Venclo- 

va has noted more than once that it is the most 

bitter of betrayals that the Holocaust in Lithuania 

was unleashed in Kaunas (Kovna) on June 27th 

1941 by the Lietukis Garage massacre of peace­

ful, unarmed Jewish civilians, citizens of 

Lithuania, on a street named Vytauto for Grand 

Duke Vytautas (Witold).

On the eve of World War II, there were, 

by the estimate of Yitzhak Arad, the eminent



The Charter of Witold (Vytautas) the Great

The original charters of Witold (Vytautas) the Great, Grand 23

Duke of Lithuania, granting the Jews rights in Troki and Brest 

(1388) and in Grodna (1389) have been lost, but fifteenth and 
sixteenth century copies survive in three languages.

In Old Belarusian (the language of 

Witold’s court)
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historian of the Holocaust in Lithuania, a million 

and a half Litvaks living in their historic territory, 

distributed among Lithuania, Latvia, northeastern 

Poland, the Belorussian Soviet republic and some 

adjacent areas of the western Russian and northern 

Ukrainian republics. Over ninety percent of them 

were killed by the Nazis and their eager local 

collaborators for the one sin of “being Jewish,” 

largely bringing to an unthinkable end a vibrant and 

variegated civilization. Still, its survivors and 

emigres and some of their descendants have 

managed to strike roots in different corners of the 

world, and small communities of survivors do their 

best to carry on in the original homelands. Modern 

democratic Lithuania has proved particularly 

conducive to the concentrated work of its small 

Jewish community and to the increasing number of 

visitors who have taken to seeking out their roots. 

Those scions of Lithuanian Jewish families in the 

west who are now looking into where it is their 

people come from are not seldom shocked by the 

magnitude of what they discover.

There are levels of cultural productivity that 

just cannot emerge from individuals or from 

groups with vague notions of separate identity,

levels that can only result from the thick of a 

genuine civilization. That notion, civilization, 

comes into play when a certain critical mass of 

people, communities, areas, and daily institu­

tions thrive in sufficiently compact settlement. 

In the history of Lithuanian Jewish culture, that 

feel did not go unnoticed. In his 1899 Journey 

through Lithuania, Nahum Slouschz, writing in 

Hebrew, commented: “We are in the Jewish 

country, perhaps the only Jewish country in the 

world.”

Slouschz was looking at things from the 

Jewish point of view. A glimpse at the entire 

Lithuanian scene by an outsider from earlier 

times can be more revealing. The brench-Belgian 

diplomat Guilbert de Lannoy (1386— 1462), 

after his visit to Troki (now Trakai), near Vilna, 

wrote in 1414 that the town’s dwellers include 

“Germans, Lithuanians and many Jews, and 

they all have their own languages.” That sums it 

up. A Grand Duchy of sundry peoples able to 

build their own culture, living alongside each 

other in peace, each with its own language in the 

symphony of sounds and thoughts, each proud to 

call itself, in its own language, Lithuanian.



The Ancient Heritage

To understand the traditional Lithuanian Jews — 

the Litvaks — or for that matter, any traditional 

Jewish community anywhere in the world, it is nec­

essary to go back close to four thousand years. The 

reason for that is, simply, that this is a civilization 

f or which a conceptually unilinear past was (and in 

traditional Jewish communities around the world, 

still is) vastly more important than anything hap­

pening during the lifetime of any of us. The great 

historian of the Yiddish language, Max Weinreich

(1894---1969), who built the Yivo, the world’s first

university-level Yiddish institute, in inter war Vilna, 

explained it in terms of vertical as opposed to hori­

zontal authority (or legitimization). Or to sum it up 

more simply: what God said then-and-there on 

Mount Sinai to Moses, as interpreted by thousands 

of years of unassailable rabbinic research and dis­

covery, covers every aspect of present and future life 

right up to infinity. In the terms of evolved Jewish 

belief, that means the advent of Messiah. What 

some trendy culture says and does today counts for 

very little in that bigger scheme of things.

The condensed time and space line (page 

26) cannot of course do justice to the complexi­

ties of a four thousand year old heritage. But it can 

help in grasping the ongoing dynamic, the conti­

nuity of history, belief and tradition, in juxtaposi­

tion with the radical changes in geography and re­

gional history. Lor the traditional “people of the 

Book,” the Jews, “what it says in the Book” has 

remained the constant, although slowly but surely, 

interpretations and reinterpretations have enabled 

it to adapt, from the deserts of the Near Last to 

the contemporary traditional Jewish communi­

ties around the world.

The term traditional here corresponds in 

various ways with such notions as: religious, ob­

servant, orthodox, ultra-orthodox. All of Jewish 

history, from the cultural point of view, can be seen 

as an unbroken continuum of that traditionality, 

punctuated by “secular outbursts” at frequent or 

infrequent points of time. Some of those secular- 

istic episodes have been magnificently creative, 

giving rise to mind-boggling syntheses of ancient 

Judaism and the non-Jewish culture of the time 

and place. Prominent examples include Hellenis­

tic Judaism in the Greek Period in Palestine and 

Lgypt, from the fourth century BC onward; the

25
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MINI TIME LINE
of

Traditional Jewish History

2000

Time of the Patriarchs (Abraham, Isaac, 
Jacob) and the Matriarchs (Sarah, 
Rebecca, Rachel and Leah) and 
settlement of Canaan by Abraham’s clan 
of migrants from Babylonia. Covenant 
with God.

1700

Jacob and his family -  “seventy souls” -  
move down to Egypt, where the Children 
of Israel (= Jacob) grow into a populous 
people who are enslaved by the 
Pharaohs of Egypt. After some four 
hundred years of slavery, their leader 
Moses leads them in Exodus to freedom.

Encounter at Mount Sinai and giving of 
the Ten Commandments.

Joshua’s Conquest of Canaan.

Period of the Judges.

New united Kingdom of Israel under Saul, David and Solomon, 
i ) 1000 wh0  buj|(js the First Temple in Jerusalem. Revolt of the 

northern ten tribes led by Jeroboam son of Nebat against 
Solomon’s son Rehoboam, leading to two monarchies: Judah 
(Judea) in the south (capital: Jerusalem) and Israel (Samaria) 
in the north (capital: first at Shechem, then at Samaria).

Isaiah’s vision launches the Age of the Major Prophets.

722 BC Northern Kingdom of Israel falls to Assyria. 
i > 700 Exile and disappearance of the “Ten Lost Tribes.”

586 BC Southern Kingdom of Judah, and its capital 
Jerusalem, fall to Babylonia. Two tribes exiled but retain their 
identity.

538-458 BC After Persia conquers Babylonia (539 BC), its 
1 * benevolent kings Cyrus and Darius allow Judeans (Jews) to

return to Jerusalem and rebuild the Temple.

445 BC Construction of the Second Temple begins.

68 -70 Revolt against the Romans fails, resulting in the burning of 
® Jerusalem and the end of Jewish sovereignty (until 1948). 

Scholar Yochanan Ben Zakkai pleas to the Roman conquerors to be 
permitted to start a yeshiva (academy of higher Jewish learning) in the 

100 village Yavne.

132-135 Bar-Kochba’s failed revolt against the Romans.

200 Completion of the Mishna in Palestine (in Hebrew).

Development of rabbinic Judaism with emphasis on logic, 
jurisprudence and text analysis, and of Aramaic as the second 
major Jewish language.

400 Completion of the Jerusalem Talmud in Palestine (in Aramaic).

500 Completion of the Babylonian Talmud (in Aramaic). 

589 Period of the Geonim starts in Babylonia.
600

333 BC Alexander the Great defeats Darius III of Persia.
(> 300 Greeks subsequently take Judea too.

219-217 BC Conquest by Antiochus III launches 
(> 200 Hellenistic period.

165 BC Revolt by Judah the Maccabee reestablishes

(MOO indePendence-

63 BC Pompey captures Judea for the Roman Empire.

4 > 0  Various religious and mystical groups flourish in Judea
contributing to the rise of both modern Judaism and Christianity.

^00 7 1 1  Moslem conquest of Spain, eventually leading to the Golden
Age of Sephardic Jewry (from the 10th to the 13th century).

_762 Anan ben David founds Karaism in Babylonia.
800

Decline of Babylonian Gaonate marks end of the Near Eastern Period 
900 in Jewish history. New Jewish cultures arise in Europe, among them 

Sepharad on the Iberian Peninsula and Ashkenaz in the Germanic 
speaking lands. Rabeynu Gershom (c. 960-1028) establishes the first 

1000 maj° r Ashkenazic yeshiva, and a new European rabbinic authority. 
Beginnings of Yiddish, eventually to become the third major Jewish 
language.

T  H i:  A  N C I I- N T l i:  R I T  A  G 1£



rise of Hebrew poetry and philology in medieval 

Spain; and, in the last two centuries, the splendid 

achievements of modern Yiddish and Hebrew lit­

erature, both of which arose in Eastern Europe 

(and in considerable measure, in Lithuania).

Lithuanian Jewish Culture will attempt to do 

justice to the mainstream tradition and its salient 

internal variations, as well as to the secular out­

bursts which fashioned the new forms of Jewish 

culture in Eastern Europe. With the focus on Jew­

ish Lithuania — Lita — the attempt will be made 

to present each of the Lithuanian Jewish cultures 

through its own eyes.

The traditional (“religious”) culture is the 

oldest, the one characteristic of Lithuanian Jewry 

from its beginnings to the present, and the one 

from which all the others sprang forth. The idea is 

to present the various Lithuanian Jewish cultures 

both separately and in relation (and reaction!) to 

the traditional culture against which they rebelled 

in some sense.

Every little boy and girl in this traditional 

society has a clear vision of “our universal history” 

that goes back to Genesis. God created the world 

in six days and rested on the seventh. Generations 

later, God commanded Abraham, of a town called 

Ur of the Chaldees in Babylonia to pack up and 

migrate to the Land of Canaan, which God prom­

ised to Abraham’s descendants. God made a cov­

enant with Abraham (marked by circumcision). 

According to the covenant all Jews reject all idols 

and image-gods, and believe in a single God, who 

made the heavens and the earth, and of course, the 

covenant.

Abraham’s grandson Jacob (or Israel) be­

came the father of twelve sons whose clans devel­

oped into the twelve tribes. The tribes migrated 

to Egypt, where they grew dramatically in num­

ber, and were enslaved by the Pharaohs, binally, 

af ter four centuries of bondage, they were led to 

freedom, af ter a bitter campaign of liberation, by 

Moses, with “a little help from above” in the form 

of: the Ten Plagues visited upon the ancient Egyp­

tians; the splitting of the Red Sea (or Sea of 

Reeds) for the great escape; and other miracles. 

Moses then took them through the desert over 

forty years, during which time they received the 

Ten Commandments on Mount Sinai.

Moses did not live to enter the Promised 

Land, but his successor Joshua conquered 

Canaan. After a period of Judges, the people of 

Israel wanted a king, and the prophet Samuel 

anointed Saul as the first. Af ter his tragic death in 

battle, David, who made his name by slaying 

Goliath with a slingshot, and was God’s chosen 

through the word of his prophet Samuel, became 

king and founder of a dynasty, around 1000 BC. 

David’s son Solomon inherited the kingdom.

After Solomon’s death, however, the 

northern ten tribes revolted against Solomon’s son 

Rehoboam. They were led by Jeroboam ben 

Nebat, whom the Bible condemns as leading his 

people back to the worship of idols. Jeroboam’s 

northern kingdom became known as the Kingdom 

of Israel (or Samaria). There were frequent coups 

with a lot of bloodshed, until 722 BC, when Israel 

was conquered by Assyria (Ashur). As was the 

prevailing custom, the conquerors exiled the
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vanquished so they would assimilate and lose their 

identity. The northern kingdom’s defeated people 

became the Ten Lost Tribes, who were so “lost 

and gone forever” that every kind of legend 

persists to this day about their fate.

The southern kingdom, Judah (later 

known as Judea), by contrast, for all its own tur­

moil, was ruled throughout by David’s direct de­

scendants right through to 586 BC, when it fell to 

the Babylonians (who had in the meantime con­

quered the Assyrians). The two tribes of the 

south, Judah and Benjamin, and the three ancient 

castes (Kohen or priest, Levi or Levite, and Israel 

or simple Israelite) have survived right up to the 

present day. Traditional Jews have family tradi­

tions, that come down the male line, that tell them 

how to be called up to bless the Torah in the syna­

gogue, whether as (in the Yiddish forms of these 

terms) Koyhen, Leyvi or as Yisroel. Whether one is 

Jewish or not, on the other hand, comes from the 

mother rather than the father.

But to return to the received version of 

Jewish history as it has remained alive for each 

generation, the Babylonians were themselves con­

quered by the Persians. The Persian kings Cyrus 

and Darius allowed the Judeans to return to Judah 

and rebuild Solomon’s temple (which the 

Babylonians had destroyed around 586). The nar­

rative of the Hebrew Bible (the Old Testament) 

ends pretty much in this period, taking the story 

from the traditional epoch of creation, through to 

the patriarchs, Lgypt, return, Judges, Kings, exile 

and return. From the eighth century BC onward, 

if not earlier, the prophets were producing a doc­

trine of human ethics and social justice that 

complemented the harsher early legal code of the 

Five Books ol Moses (Genesis through 

Deuteronomy). They did so largely in the genre 

of inspired poetry.

At some stage, the Old Testament under­

went a process of canonization which means, in 

practical terms, a cut-off point. It was after that 

point that the Greeks defeated the Persians (who 

had defeated the Babylonians who had defeated 

the Assyrians). The Greeks were of course them­

selves defeated by the Romans. It was in the Ro­

man period, around the time of Christ, that Juda­

ism underwent major changes (some of which 

were simmering long beforehand). Flements of 

what would become both modern Judaism and 

Christianity were crystallizing in segments ol the 

Judean community, some mainstream, some in 

sects, most famously (though not exclusively) 

among the Judean desert sects whose best known 

legacy is the Dead Sea Scrolls, discovered in 

1947. This “new theology” posited Messiah as a 

sort of individual, in some sense, who would — 

and there are many variations of this — come and 

save God’s people and/or the entire world. As 

Christianity was to develop, Messiah came and 

will return; in Judaism he has yet to come. So 

much blood has been spilled over such differences 

that would, to a reasonable outsider seem rather 

minor, but such is the nature of history when 

“Only We Have God’s Honest Truth” religions 

come to political power.

In both Judaism and Christianity, Messiah 

is a direct descendant of King David, “from the



seed of Jesse” (David’s father), and in this sense, 

his dynasty will never die. In Judaism, his coming 

will be the culmination of all human suffering, and 

in most versions, it will be heralded by the reap­

pearance of Llijah the Prophet. The Yiddish word 

for Messiah, meshi'ekh, derived from the same an­

cient Hebrew word, meaning “anointed one,” be­

haves grammatically like a personal name, enabling 

one to feel close to the future redeemer, just as close 

perhaps as to the figures of the Old Testament and 

the great scholars of many generations ago.

One incident is a symbolic dividing line be­

tween older Biblical-type Judaism with its animal 

sacrif ices, and the new Judaism, with its belief in 

Messiah and the world to come, and the emphasis 

on Torah scholarship here in this world. It is the 

story of Johanan ben Zakkai. When it became ob­

vious to this first century AD scholar that Jerusa­

lem would soon fall, he had himself smuggled out 

in a coffin, so the story goes, and brought before 

the Roman commander Vespasian around 68 AD 

(Jerusalem fell in 70). Johanan asked Vespasian to 

allow him to live in peace in the village Yavne so 

he and his students could sit and study Torah, and 

threaten no one. The request was granted and To­

rah scholarship, according to the tradition, there­

fore continued apace, from Yavne, and uninter­

ruptedly, onward to the present day.

Torah scholarship —  or even just “Torah” 

(or Oral Torah) for short, in an elliptic sense — is 

a broad term, referring to intellectual immersion 

in the Torah. In its most literal meaning the word 

(from a Hebrew root for “teaching”), refers to the 

first five books of the Hebrew Bible: Genesis,

Hxodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. 

During the new period, the belief that these five 

books (and not just the Ten Commandments) 

were given by God at Sinai, became “standard 

Judaism.” What followed from this was the belief 

that all questions about every aspect of life can be 

answered by wise and inspired interpretation of 

every passage, every word, every letter, every dot 

of the Torah.

The traditional Torah scroll is written by a 

highly learned scribe according to meticulously 

prescribed ancient laws, and it is the most sacred 

object in Judaism (see p. 177). The notion of Torah 

was gradually expanded beyond the text and be­

yond the scroll, to cover the ongoing process of rab­

binic interpretation and codification of Jewish law 

based upon it. The belief system that evolved en­

tailed certainty about the Torah’s direct divinity, 

and (this is the crux) the accompanying notion that 

study of the Torah (in the wider sense) is the high­

est mission and endeavor of the Jewish people. 

With the advent of a growing body of scholarly lit­

erature using sophisticated logical and textual tools 

to derive its knowledge from the given text of the 

Live Books, it was not long before immersion in all 

of this became the “stuff of scholarship” for the 

society in question. In areas of religious law and 

daily life, the conclusions reached by the new state­

less authority— the community of rabbinic schol­

ars — were and arc binding upon all the believing 

members of the Jewish people, which until mod­

ern times meant close to everybody.

To get just a taste of the intellectual meth­

odology involved, it might be best to simply cite
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in translation the thirteen principles for legal 

analysis of the Torah which were codified by 

Rabbi Yishmoel (Ishmael ben Hlisha) in the first 

half of the second century AD):

1 a fortiori argument (if x is true then all the more is v 

true);

2 analogy between similar texts;

3 derivation of a principle from one or from two 

“premise” texts;

4 limitation of applicability when a general principle 

is followed bv specific cases (to those cases);

5 widening of applicability when specific cases are fol­

lowed by a general principle (beyond those cases);

6 widening of applicability (but only within the rel- 

e\ant category) when the sequence general-spe­

cific-general is encountered;

7 interdependency of the general and the specific;

8 wider applicability where a specific case is high­

lighted among the examples of a generality;

9 application of leniency where specific instances of a 

general rule are singled out (when their features are 

similar to the general rule);

10 application of leniency or stringency where specific 

instances of a general rule are singled out (when 

their features are dissimilar to the general rule);

11 nullification of a general principle in an instance 

which is highlighted for its own treatment;

12 deriyation of meaning or intent from context;

1 3 two passages contradicting each other, to be recon­

ciled by recourse to a third.

For modern non-believers, the entire sys­

tem can fall down at many points because of the 

potentially subjective nature of selection of prin­

ciples and their potentially arbitrary applicability

to certain passages in the Torah. And it can fall 

down, most spectacularly where the final prin­

ciple is invoked because that’s the one that allows 

a shrewd operator to resolve all contradictions in 

the ancient books with casuistic glibness. For be­

lievers, by contrast, there is no problem because 

of the immense esteem in which genuine Torah 

scholars are held, because of the divine inspira­

tion they are believed to be enjoying, and because 

of the overall humility of the bona fide Torah 

scholar who would rarely dare rule against a wide 

body of opinion that evolved over many centuries. 

It is somewhat analogous to the way people in 

modern societies have faith in the common sense 

of their judiciary as a body to interpret and apply 

the law within a rational, long standing and ac­

cepted tradition. The trust in the judiciary, lapses 

notwithstanding, and confidence in the tradition 

and the system render inconsequential any fear of 

“wild individual interpretations running amok.” 

It is little wonder that close to two thousand 

years of intensive use of these and other Talmudic 

principles (sometimes called Talmudic herme­

neutics nowadays) have produced a system of 

higher education stressing memory (of “points 

made” as well as the exact pages on which they 

occur in a wide corpus of texts), mental acuity, 

and logical interrelationships. All of these prin­

ciples comprise a synthesis between, on the one 

hand, logical and legal thinking for its own sake 

(no doubt influenced by the ancient Greeks and 

others), and, on the other, the application of the 

lot of them strictly within the belief that the Torah 

is God-given and sacred, and all must derive from



it. In other words there is one premise that results 

from belief, after which there is enormous intel­

lectual freedom to explore, theorize and challenge 

earlier views.

Some areas of the new Judaism that was 

codified in those first centuries of the common era 

would continue to af fect the everyday life of tradi­

tional, religious Jews in perpetuity (and in most 

generations, they are the vast majority). The reli­

gious Jew observes strict dietary laws, observes 

the traditional lunar (actually “lunisolar”) calen­

dar and its many holy days; adheres to laws of 

monthly sexual abstention; a strict code of ethics 

and morals. The male must, after the age of major­

ity (thirteen), pray three times a day, recite a mul­

titude of blessings before most of the pleasures of 

life, and fulfill many additional commandments.

In fact, the rabbis of that period — the 

early first millennium of the common era — and 

beyond, managed to extract 613 commandments 

from the Torah, divided into 365 thou-shalt-nots 

(“negative precepts”) and 248 thou-shalts (“posi­

tive precepts”). This is a rather elaborate devel­

opment from the state of affairs in the Bible itself, 

read literally, where God is reported to have given 

Moses two tablets with ten commandments.

Many of the laws debated were not (and 

outside Israel cannot be) “real” in daily life. All 

those relating to the temple in Jerusalem are theo­

retical as long as there is no temple in Jerusalem 

(it stood on the site of the present A1 Aqsa Mosque 

on the Temple Mount). All those relating to sover­

eignty, police, armies, and so forth were equally 

non-applicable. In fact Jews are commanded to

complete loyalty to the nation-states in which they 

find themselves, and are obliged to obey that civil 

law first and foremost. This principle, which 

overrides many others, is known in Aramaic as 

dmo d’malkhuso dmo (“The law of the government 

is the law”).

A major innovation of the new Judaism in­

volved the introduction of an explicit concept of Af­

terlife (the World to Come). An afterlife can only 

be “read into” the Hebrew Bible by the kind of 

Biblical interpretation known as exegesis. There 

have been such explanations, for example, of the 

Chariot of Fire which took the Prophet Hlijah to 

Heaven in a whirlwind (II Kings 2: 11); of 

Ezekiel’s vision of living breath coming to the Dry 

Bones (Ezekiel 37: 10); of the passage in Daniel 

saying that many who sleep in the dust of the earth 

shall awake (Daniel 12:2).

But within rabbinic Judaism, it was impor­

tant for the af terlife to come from the Torah — 

the first five books or Pentateuch itself — rather 

than just the later books. Some rabbinic scholars 

derived it from the phrase “all the days of thy life” 

(Deuteronomy 16: 3), which they interpreted as 

referring to “this world” as well as to a messianic 

era when the dead will be resurrected. The pas­

sage “Ye stand this day all of you before the Lord 

your God” (Deuteronomy 29: 10) was likewise 

interpreted as referring to a future raising of the 

dead. It is a case of the later Judaism seeking le­

gitimization by claims that its ideas are contained 

in the Torah. Over thousands of years this “Mes­

siah” has in fact evolved into a very intimate fi- 

gure.



Three major works were completed by the 

middle of the first millennium. Around the year 

200, the Mishna was completed. It is divided into 

six orders which are further divided into tractates 

or books. The six orders are: Plantings (agricul­

ture — eleven books); Festivals (twelve books); 

Women (laws of marriage, divorce, sex — seven 

books); Damages (civil law — ten books); Sancti­

ties (Temple, sacrifices, dietary laws — eleven 

books); Purities (ritual and general cleanliness of 

people and homes — twelve books). In addition 

to the canon of the Mishna, many legalistic dis­

cussions from the same period survive in external 

texts, or Braitas (“Externals” in Aramaic), which 

were collected into compilations called Tosef tas 

(“Additions”).

Although second in authority only to the 

Torah itself, the Mishna did not become “a last 

word.” On the contrary, it became itself the basis 

for further interpretation and commentary, and 

was, retrospectively considered, just another ma­

jor link in an eternal chain of Torah study in that 

wider sense, a renewed religion that has survived 

all the ancient conquerors of the Land of Israel — 

Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians, Greeks and 

Romans. It is all a story of how a defeated ancient 

nation succeeded in reinventing (recycling?) itself 

as a stateless culture “in for the long haul” in spite 

of what would become a seemingly endless list of 

persecutions, often inspired by an intolerant 

mainstream of Christianity that came to political 

and military power, and that could never forgive 

the Jews for failing to accept the divinity of Jesus 

Christ (the Jew!), for believing that Messiah has

yet to come for the first time, and, following the 

New Testament accounts, for the alleged Jewish 

complicity in the death of Christ. That charge of 

deicide has cumulatively and by chain reaction 

caused the murder of millions of Jewish civilians 

over the ages.

The next great links were the Jerusalem 

Talmud, completed in Palestine around 400 AD, 

and a second Talmud, the Babylonian Talmud 

(which has remained much more popular and 

authoritative), completed around 500 AD. The 

word Talmud is used in two different senses. It can 

refer to the Mishna plus the later compendia, or 

more narrowly, to the later works alone. More 

precisely, these later compendia, of Jerusalem and 

Babylonia, comprise the Gemora (Gemara). The 

Mishna is in Hebrew. The Gemora, of bothTalmuds, 

is in Jewish Aramaic, a language that had sup­

planted Hebrew as spoken Jewish language centu­

ries earlier. The Babylonian Talmud is usually con­

sidered to comprise sixty-three tractates (plus some 

seven minor works appended later); the Jerusalem 

Talmud has thirty-nine tractates (by most counts), 

but it is known that substantial parts have been lost. 

A popular name for the Talmud is the Shas, a He­

brew acronym deriving from the words for “six 

orders” (the six divisions of the Mishna and 

Gemora, in other words of the Talmud).

A typical first page of a chapter of Talmud 

has one small paragraph of Mishna in Hebrew fol­

lowed by many pages of Gemora in Aramaic. The 

spirit of the Talmud (especially the Gemora) is one 

of free and open debate (on anything and everything 

except the one “untouchable,” the divinity of the



Torah). The good student is one who challenges his 

teacher (this could be a personal teacher or even a 

Talmudic authority who lived generations before­

hand), comes up with new solutions, new ap­

proaches, and above all, new questions. Intellectual 

acuity is valued above finding the “right answer” 

(another luxury for stateless cultures where much 

of the law may remain “theoretical”). Many Tal­

mudic discussions end with the word teyku which 

is popularly defined to mean that the ruling on 

which views are right and wrong will have to wait 

until the Prophet Elijah returns to herald the mes­

sianic age. The notion that Jews enjoy intellectual 

argument for its own sake is a stereotype like any 

other but it nevertheless has deep roots in the an­

cient and continuous Jewish intellectual tradition.

While much of both Talmuds is concerned 

with Jewish law or halokhe, as it is rendered in 

Yiddish (halokho in Ashkenazic and halakha in 

modern Hebrew), an important secondary place 

is assumed by agode («agodo, agada) or homiletics, 

the telling of stories, legends, tales, often with 

Biblical material and usually with some moral, 

spiritual or legal implication (not seldom an origi­

nal explanation of a hard to grasp law).

During the centuries that followed the 

completion of the two Talmuds, Jewish intellectual 

life was centered in the great yeshivas (academies) 

of Babylonia (mostly on the territory of modern 

Iraq), in the towns Suro (Sura), Pumbedisa (Al- 

Pumbedita; Al-Anbar), and Neherdo (Nchardea).

The later first millennium of the common 

era is largely a quieter period in Jewish history. It 

was a period of (retrospectively speaking) transi­

tion to the third major period of Jewish history: 

the European period. The rise of Islam and its rapid 

spread throughout the Near East had two major 

effects. Eirst, it helped speed the decline of the 

Babylonian centers. Second, it made way for the 

rise of the first major new Jewish culture in Eu­

rope on the Iberian Peninsula (Spain and Portu­

gal), known as Sepharad (Sefarad, Seforad, Sfard and 

other variants).

The victory of the Moors in Spain in 7 11 

made way for the subsequent rise of Sepharad to 

the status of a great new center of Jewish creativ­

ity that was deeply influenced by the most sophis­

ticated Arabic culture, and that was rather less 

steeped in Talmud. This may be regarded in part 

as a “secular outburst.” In the Golden Age of 

Sepharad, from the tenth to the thirteenth century, 

the Sephardim, as the Jews of Sepharad are called, 

produced great works of philology, poetry, and 

philosophy. Many of these works were in Hebrew, 

and some in Jewish Arabic (Judeo-Arabic). 

Among the best known luminaries were the phi­

lologists Joseph Qimhi (±1105— ± 1170) and 

his son David Qimhi (±1160— ± 1235); the 

poet Judah Halevi (±  1075— 1141), and the phi­

losopher and physician Maimonides (1135— 

1204), who is known among Jews as the Kambam 

(an acronym of his full Hebrew name containing 

the patronymic ben meaning “son of ” — 

Kabeynu Moshe ben Maimon “our teacher Moses 

son ofMaimon”). He was also a great Talmudist. 

He collected as many conclusions (in other words, 

actual laws) as he could from the Talmud and the 

by then extensive literature written about it, decided

33
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many open questions himself, and produced a 

major new compendium of Jewish law, the 

Mishneh Torah (in Hebrew). It is divided into four­

teen books which do not follow the ordering of the 

Talmud. Instead, Maimonides used his own logi­

cal principles of classification. And, he used logi­

cal principles to codify virtually all of Judaism, not 

only its jurisprudence, applying these principles 

to the codif ication of the Jewish religion (includ­

ing the postbiblical theology of the future Messiah 

and the world to come). As much as this work is 

rooted in firm belief, his major philosophic work, 

Guide for the Perplexed (in Jewish Arabic) is rooted 

in the spirit of the unbridled liberty of the philoso­

pher. Readers to this day often wonder at the dis­

parate voices he adopted to suit each work.

Jewish Mysticism, or Kabbalah, also flour­

ished in the Jewish Golden Age of Spain. Its cen­

tral work, the Zohar (or Book of Splendor), written 

in Aramaic, is thought by modern scholars to have 

been written there by Moshe de Leon (and his 

circle) in the late thirteenth century. Traditiona­

lists, however, ascribe its authorship to Shimon 

bar Yochai, a second century Mishna-era scholar. 

There is room for combining both views in so far 

as the Sephardic masters compiled the book using 

many older and in fact ancient traditions and 

texts. The Kabbalah delves into the mysteries of 

creation, God, the world, the universe, eternity 

and much more. Much of it is organized according 

to the weekly portions into which the books of the 

Torah are traditionally divided.

Sepharad, on the Iberian Peninsula, was 

not the only new Huropean Jewish culture to arise

in the centuries whose “chronological center of 

convenience” (in retrospect) is the year 1000. 

Other new European Jewish communities were 

arising around the same time. In no case is it pos­

sible, or even desirable, to “date” a community’s 

origin, as such origins are of necessity evolutio­

nary processes open at each stage, looking back, 

to diverse interpretation. That is why round num­

bers are so handy, as long as their “roundness” is 

kept in mind.

It is symbolic of the traditional Jewish way 

of thinking, and characteristic of the linguistic 

playfulness that became traditional, that each com­

munity actually “recycled” a more or less obscure 

Biblical name to refer to — itself. The book of one 

the twelve Minor Prophets, Obadiah, contains the 

passage: “And the captivity of this host of the Chil­

dren of Israel shall possess that of the Canaanites, 

even unto Zarephath; and the captivity of Jerusa­

lem, which is in Sepharad, shall possess the cities of 

the south” (Obadiah 1: 20). Phonetic similarity 

with medieval versions of the words “Prance” and 

“Spain” are the best explanation for the recycling 

ofZarephath (Tsofas, Tsar fat), and Sepharad for the 

French and Spanish territories, respectively. The 

same is true of the application of Hogor (Hagar), 

Abraham’s concubine and the mother of Ishmael, 

to — Hungary. Phonetic similarity and linguistic 

playfulness made way for the reapplication to a 

European territory.

In the case of Yovon (Yavan) for Greece, the 

meaning is ancient and literal. That Knaan 

(Canaan) became the name for the Slavic territo­

ries in the east is easily derivable from the Biblical
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curse: “And he [Noah] said, ‘Cursed be Canaan; a 

servant of servants shall he be unto his brethren’ ” 

(Genesis 9: 25). The interrelatedness of the words 

for Slav and slave are documented in various Euro­

pean languages owing to the medieval slave trade.

And, it was the new European Jewish 

civilization on the Germanic speaking territories 

of central Europe that turned out to be the link in 

the chain between the ancient Jewish past of the 

Near East and the later Jewish culture of Poland 

and Lithuania.

In the genealogy of nations provided af ter 

the flood epic in Genesis, Ashkenaz appears as the 

first son of Gomcr, who was son of Japheth, one 

of the three sons of Noah (Genesis 10: 1— 3).

Each of the sons of Noah is identif ied as father of 

a part of the human race: Shem of the Semites (in 

other words Shem-ites); Ham, of the African 

peoples, and Japheth of the Indo-Europeans. 

There is moreover mention of a place called 

“Ashkenaz” in one of the prophecies of Jeremiah 

against Babylonia (Jeremiah 51:27).

In its later, recycled, European sense, 

Ashkenaz came to mean the Germanic speaking 

lands of central Europe, and its Jews were called the 

Ashkenazim (singular: Ashkenazi, which became a 

family name in later times). It was they who mi­

grated eastward to Poland and Lithuania. Our next 

link then, in the four thousand year old story 

“Babylonia to Lithuania” takes us to — Ashkenaz.



Ashkenaz

Although there were Jewish communities in the 

Germanic area of Europe in the fourth century, if 

not earlier, the records (and the traditions) of the 

continuously settled communities that came to be 

known as Ashkenaz date from the tenth century, 

as far as unambiguous sources go. The evidence 

points to derivation from the Jewish communities 

in Palestine and Babylonia, whether direct or by 

way of intermediate communities. It must be re­

membered, however, that all models of unilinear 

or “pure” racial descent are inherently flawed, 

and like all other people, the Ashkenazim no doubt 

hail from other sources too.

Unlike Sepharad in the Hispanic speaking 

area, the Ashkenazim did not generally reach for 

philosophy, philology, or poetry (with the impor­

tant exception of liturgical poetry). They did not 

tend to cultural interaction with the Christian sur­

roundings in the spirit in which Sephardic Jewry 

interacted with Arabic culture (and the differing 

degrees of tolerance coming from the majority 

clearly played a major role in that). They were, by 

contrast, an inward looking society steeped in the 

ancient heritage of Torah study, looking back in

time to the giving of the Torah and forward in 

time to the coming of Messiah. The present was 

somehow less important, a kind of “way station” 

between those two conceptual events that stand at 

polaric ends of the “conceptual present” in the 

hearts and minds of the people who populate this 

civilization.

It happens not seldom in history that one 

center of a culture goes under and another rises. 

Around the year 1000, the rabbinic authority of 

Babylonia, the “Gaonate” (office of the chief rab­

binic authority or Gaon of Babylonian Jewry) was 

approaching its end. The last consequential hold­

ers of the title were Sherira, who died in 1006, 

and his son Hai, who died in 1038. The institu­

tion was abolished altogether a few years later, 

symbolically bringing to an end the long Near 

Eastern period in Jewish History.

The chain of rabbinic legal authority 

passed in good measure to Ashkenaz. The best 

known early communities were Speyer, Worms 

and Mainz in the Rhineland. They are known as 

the Shum communities, an acronym deriving from 

the Jewish names of these three cities (^ihpiro,
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from which the old Jewish name “Shapiro de­

rives; Vermayze; and Magentse). There were also 

early Ashkenazic communities more to the east, 

in the Danube region, among them Regensburg 

and Prague.

The new rabbinic authority on the Rhine 

was established by Gershom ben (=  son of) 

Yehude (Judah), who lived approximately from 

960 to 1028. Known as Rabeynu Gershom Mc’or 

ha-Goylo (our master Gershom, Light of the Ex- 

ile), he established the first major yeshiva (rabbini­

cal academy) in Europe, thereby shifting the 

source of Torah authority away from Babylonia 

and right into central Europe. Instead of sending 

questions on rabbinic law to Babylonian authori­

ties, questions were now sent to him.
R abeynu  G e rsh o m  issued  legal ed ic ts  o r  

takones as they  are  k n o w n  in Y iddish (takonoys in 

A shkenazic H ebrew , takanot in modern Hebrew). 

The most famous forbids polygamy (which was 

after all very popular in the days of the Hebrew 

Bible). Modern scholars do not think that the early 

Jews in Ashkenaz were particularly prone to po­

lygamy. Instead, they see in Gershom’s act a sym­

bolic accommodation to western (Christian) so­

ciety, and a severing of the active legal remnants 

(laws potentially still applicable) of near eastern 

societies. The Jewish communities were, so to 

speak, joining a European civilization.

Another famous takone forbids opening a 

letter addressed to someone else. To this day it is 

customary (often in a humorous vein), in both 

Hebrew and Yiddish, to write on an envelope the 

acronym bekhadrag which designates the phrase

meaning “subject to the ban of Rabeynu 

Gershom!”

Gershom established a chain of teacher-stu­

dent “generations” that picked up in many ways 

where the Talmud had left off some five hundred 

years earlier. A pupil of his pupils was Rashi (acro­

nym of Rabbi Solomon son of Isaac, 1040— 1105) 

whose straightforward, easy to understand com­

mentary on the Bible and Talmud has remained a 

“must.” Eor centuries it has been published right 

alongside the text of those basic works of Judaism. 

Rashi was born in Erance and acquired his educa­

tion in the yeshivas at Mainz and Worms. In geo- 

cultural terms, Ashkenaz had become a new center 

to which the most talented scholars were now com­

ing for their Talmudic studies.

Torah studies received another major 

boost from Jacob ben Asher (around 1270— 

1340) who compiled a major new compendium 

of Jewish law. Like Maimonides before him (and 

taking into account Maimonides’ advances), he 

reorganized Jewish law. His great new work be­

came known as the Tur (a word meaning “col­

umn,” as in a column of text) and in a tradition 

that has stayed with Ashkenazic Jews to this day, 

he himself became known by the popular name of 

his work. Thus in yeshivas today, students speak 

of the opinion of “The Tur” on this or that matter 

of Jewish law. The work is divided into four turim, 

or columns. They deal with (a) blessings, prayers, 

festivals, Sabbath; (b) ritual (kosher) slaughtering 

of animals, usury, idolatry, mourning; (c) mar­

riage and divorce; (d) civil law and interpersonal 

relations.
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In other words, the Tur took the content of 

over a thousand years of rabbinic work and re­

molded it into a brand new structure that reflected 

neither the original order of compilation of the 

laws (the orders of the Talmud) nor a “neat” Mai- 

monidean division based on logical principles. His 

organization was based instead on the everyday 

life of the Ashkenazic Jew, on the cycles of days, 

months, years, festivals and so forth. More than 

ever before in Jewish history, a Jewish society 

arose in which people willingly obeyed countless 

regulations covering so many things each day to the 

point where the term “religion” is meaningless as 

the designation for a separated-out compartment of 

life. The Ashkenazic “religion” is life for its people. 

The obedience was rooted in profound belief in 

the ultimate divine origin of the laws, as inter­

preted by the greatest rabbinic authorities. It is 

little wonder that traditional Yiddish has no sepa­

rate word for “religion” and the “Yiddishized in­

ternationalism” religye had to be coined to coin­

cide with the modern western concept back in the 

nineteenth century.

Traditional Ashkenazim do not regard 

these vast numbers of laws as “restrictions.” It is 

a mindset completely different to the modern 

westerner’s. The myriad restrictions are thought 

of as privileges of the people chosen by God to have 

received these laws. Hven a small sampling suffices 

to demonstrate that this is a lif estyle that would be 

considered restrictive, to put it mildly, by modern 

westerners (and of course, modern secular Jews). 

Traveling, writing, igniting fire (or in modern 

times, electricity) are forbidden on the Sabbath

(from sundown Friday to sundown Saturday; the 

Jewish day is counted from sundown to sundown). 

As noted earlier, males over the age of majority 

must pray three times a day, don phylacteries dur­

ing weekday morning prayers, and utter a phalanx 

of blessings to be said over any food or drink taken 

each time. Married couples must obey the laws of 

sexual purity, which entail abstinence for the du­

ration of the monthly period and seven days there­

after until the woman is able to go to the ritual 

bath. The laws of kashrus (keeping kosher) entail 

mastery of many details of what is permitted and 

what not. The list could go on and on, and in 

Ashkenazic society, many customs that came to 

have the same sanctity as the laws were added 

making for a maximally structured daily life. For 

the Ashkenazic Jew, adherence to the laws and 

customs, known as keeping the laws of the Torah 

(even if the vast majority were elaborated and de­

tailed by rabbinic scholars for thousands of years 

after the events described in the Pentateuch), is a 

daily reality that is taken as naturally in the 

world’s order of things as the sun, the moon and 

the stars.

Some cultural historians see in the inten­

sity of the Ashkenazic lif estyle a certain response 

to an existence where religiously motivated mas­

sacres and the choice of “baptism or death” were 

frequently encountered. Jewish calamities of the 

era included the expulsion of the Jews of Mainz in 

1012; the Crusades, from 1096 to 1291; the 

Rindfleisch Massacres in one hundred and forty- 

six localities in 1298; the Armleder bands 

(133 6— 1339); the massacres following upon the
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Black Death (1348— 1349), and more and more.

In addition to remarkable progress in rab­

binic culture in the midst of all this, a deeply spiri­

tual movement arose. Its adherents were known as 

Hasidci Ashkenaz, the Hasidim (“pious ones”) of 

Ashkenaz (not to be confused with the eighteenth 

century Hasidic movement in Eastern Europe, 

though certain elements are common to both). The 

Hasidei Ashkenaz movement stressed mystical 

moods; the unity and indcscribability of God (as 

distinguished from anthropomorphic descriptions 

meant to serve another purpose); the power of 

Hebrew names of God and of the intermediate 

beings between God and this world; and a love of 

God that readily extends to martyrdom, known as 

kidesh hashem (kiddush hashem). The term literally 

means “sanctification of the name [of God]” but 

came over time to refer to such sanctification by 

dying rather than changing or renouncing one’s 

faith. The central work of the group is the Seyfer 

Khsidim (Sefer Hasidim, “Book of Hasidim”), much 

of which is attributed to the group’s key figure, 

Yehude Khosid (Yehuda he-Hasid, Judah the 

Hasid) who was born in the Rhineland around 

1150 and moved eastward to become Judah of 

Regensburg. He died around 1217 and taught ex­

treme humility, declaring it forbidden, for ex­

ample, for an author to sign his name to his own 

book.

The Hasidim of Ashkenaz stressed strict 

adherence to ethics and morals in everyday life, 

and some were led to ascetism and periods of se­

clusion to help attain the necessary higher levels 

of spirituality. The belief in Love of God as a very

high level in itself was closely intertwined with the 

readiness to sanctify His name by martyrdom 

when Jews were being butchered on account of 

their religion. A forthright analysis of traditional 

Ashkenazic civilization demonstrates that kidesh 

hashem remained, for the better part of a thousand 

years, a very real proposition for this wholly 

peaceful population. To the cultural historian it 

comes as little surprise, that when the worst case 

of mass genocide in human history, the Holocaust, 

was to target Ashkenazic Jewry all those centuries 

later, the majority of those still steeped in the old 

Ashkenazic traditions and beliefs were fully pre­

pared tsu geyn af kidesh hashem (“to go on kidesh 

hashem,” to perish for the sake of God). The ma­

jority had no interest in “resisting.” That is some­

thing very hard for moderns (including modern 

Jews) to come to terms with.

Over the centuries, a number of great rab­

binic leaders established themselves in the perma­

nent pantheon of Torah study giants. One of them 

was called the Maharil (Jacob Mollin, 1360— 

1427). In addition to his works on Jewish law, and 

the leadership he provided to his people in painful 

times, his comments on Ashkenazic customs and 

practices, preserved by his pupil Zalmen of St. 

Goar in the Seyfer Maharil (“Book of the 

Maharil”), became a living book of traditions that 

is still in use today in traditional communities.

Another was Isserlin (Israel ben Pesachia, 

1390— 1460). He established a yeshiva in 

Wiener-Neustadt where he trained a generation 

of rabbis who went out far and wide to provide 

legal and moral leadership.
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It is important to understand that the con­

cept rabonim (literally “rabbis”), the plural of rov, is 

not quite identical to our modern concept of who 

and what rabbis are. The rabonim were, so to speak, 

the intellectual class of Ashkenaz: its writers on an 

array of subjects (law, religion, logic, cosmology, 

ethics, history and more) in a number of genres. 

Some of these genres, such as the liturgical poem, 

more or less match the modern notion of a poem 

(though it is a very specific kind of poem that is not 

written in the poet’s spoken language and that of­

ten openly borrows and makes a mosaic of phrases 

and even whole texts from biblical quotations). 

Others are very different. Shayles utshuves (literally 

“questions and answers”), usually called Responsa 

literature by modern scholars, are compilations of 

questions and answers on legal matters arising in 

everyday life. The questions may have really been 

sent to the writer, or he may “abstract” years of 

rulings on matters arising into queries and re­

sponses as a literary genre. The most common 

rabbinic work is the peyrush or commentary on an 

earlier text, often on an earlier commentary. A lit­

erature comprising commentaries upon com­

mentaries upon commentaries (etc.) thus became 

a hallmark of Ashkenazic rabbinic creativity.

From the earliest times, the vernacular of 

the Ashkenazim was the language they themselves 

created: Yiddish, which dates from the f irst gen­

erations of Ashkenazic settlement. The remnants 

of spoken Hebrew and (to a greater extent than 

appreciated) Aramaic (itself containing an 

evolved Hebrew component) fused in a highly 

specific and very Jewish way with local medieval

city dialects of German. The result was a new and 

dynamic language, Yiddish, that was to become 

the third great language of the Jewish people, af­

ter the periods of Hebrew and Aramaic.

Yiddish became the universal spoken lan­

guage of the Ashkenazim. But with few excep­

tions, it was Hebrew and Aramaic that were used 

for literary creativity on the part of rabbinic schol­

ars. The basic creative uses of Hebrew included 

commentaries on the Bible and other sacred 

works; Responsa literature; community records 

and correspondence; occasional works of prose on 

a variety of topics; liturgical poetry. While there 

was near universal literacy, the ability to actually 

comprehend unseen Hebrew texts, and certainly, 

the ability to write works in Hebrew, was limited 

to a small elite of educated males. Aramaic was 

even more limited and prestigious, used for the 

two highest pursuits in the eyes of the society in 

question: Talmudic and Kabbalistic works. It was 

also a conventional “working practice” to write a 

commentary in the language in which the primary 

text was written in the f irst place.

Thus a very learned Ashkenazi would 

speak Yiddish to his family, his friends, and his 

students; would write a letter to a colleague or a 

Bible commentary in Hebrew; and a work of Tal­

mudic commentary or Kabbalah in Aramaic. This 

linguistic tapestry may be referred to as the inter­

nal trilingualism of Ashkenaz. The qualifier “inter­

nal” is important. Hvery Ashkenazi had enough 

command of the local non-Jewish language to 

communicate with non-Jewish neighbors. It it 

were not for extensive communication, Yiddish
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would not have Germanic-derived elements as its 

(statistically) majority stock. Nor would it have 

the pronounced Slavic component which hast 

European Yiddish acquired over a number of cen­

turies.

Women were excluded from the world of 

Talmudic learning. In the eyes of the society in 

question, their role in educating children to lives 

loyally dedicated to Torah, and especially in edu­

cating their sons to strive to high achievement in 

Torah studies, was (and in traditional communi­

ties still is) considered a goal of the highest impor­

tance.

Still, it did not make for a sufficient intel­

lectual life for women. As if to rectify this in a way 

that would not contradict its principles and laws, 

Ashkenazic society came up with, as it were, a 

novel corrective. Women became prominent as 

the primary readers, frequent commissioning 

agents for, and before long (though we do not 

know exactly when), writers of popular literature 

in the spoken language, Yiddish.

Early Yiddish literature is largely “secular” 

in the sense that it comprised popular adaptations 

from German, Italian and other European epics. 

The oldest known continuous literary text in Yid­

dish is dated 1 382, and it was found, of all places, 

in Cairo, Egypt at the end of the nineteenth cen­

tury. It was rediscovered for Yiddish scholarship 

only in the mid twentieth century. Some of its con­

tents are indeed Yiddish versions of medieval Ger­

man epics, such as Dukus Horant. Others entail a 

kind of literary synthesis that is in a way symbolic 

of Yiddish and Ashkenaz more generally. They use

European form (the epic poem) as a new genre for 

the retelling of classical Jewish narratives, such as 

the biblical story of Joseph and his brothers. And 

thus, Yiddish literature emerges as a synthesis of 

east and west, every bit as much as the language 

itself is an indivisible union of the ancient Near 

East and contemporary Europe.

By the time Yiddish printing got underway 

in the 1540s, there were long established texts of 

such Old Yiddish classics as the Shmuel bukh 

(Samuel Book) and the Mlokhim bukh (Kings 

Book). Thinking about it, the multiple intrigues, 

romances, battles and entanglements recounted in 

the biblical books of Samuel and Kings lend them­

selves naturally to the spirit of medieval knights, 

castles and battles. Not infrequently, the Yiddish 

versions produce early Yiddish humor resulting 

from the comic juxtaposition of knights in battle 

and everyday Jewish life and customs.

By the sixteenth century, many rabbis were 

a little worried about the massive popularity of 

this secular Yiddish literature. They were worried 

that everyday people, men and women alike, who 

were not immersed in the religious and ethical 

works that were intended for simple people, 

might be led astray. Or, to put it more positively, 

they realized that use of the vernacular combined 

with the power of the printing press was a power­

ful new tool for educating men and women alike 

who were not part of that educated elite who could 

really partake of and enjoy the Hebrew and Ara­

maic literature of Ashkenaz.

A substantial body of religious literature in 

Yiddish grew in a variety of genres, including
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books of morals and ethics, books on Jewish law, 

and translations of Hebrew texts starting with the 

Torah and the prayer book. In the late sixteenth 

century one of the most popular Yiddish works of 

all time, the Tsene-rene was compiled. It is a grace­

ful retelling of the stories in the most beloved parts 

of the Bible in a homespun Yiddish, with many 

traditional Jewish comments and interpretations 

woven in to the fabric of the narrative, rather than 

appended to it as commentary. The title comes 

from the feminine plural imperative Tseeno ureeno 

(“Go forth and see [O daughters of Zion]” from 

Song of Songs 3: 11).

The structure of internal Ashkenazic 

trilingualism is illustrated on page 44. There is 

only one spoken Jewish language, Yiddish (though 

as noted, there was always ability to communicate 

to the local non-Jews in the coterritorial non-Jew- 

ish language). There are two sacred written lan­

guages, Hebrew and Aramaic, in which texts hail­

ing from the ancient Near Hast were written. 

Where all three Ashkenazic languages come into 

play is in the potential for written creativity. Texts 

emanating from Ashkenaz are in Hebrew, Ara­

maic, or Yiddish.

The functional distribution, so to speak, of 

the three languages is illustrated in the chart on the 

traditional status of the three languages on page 44. 

In other words, a relatively stable situation evolved. 

The three languages found themselves complement­

ing each other gracefully. Yiddish is everybody’s 

native language, there is near universal literacy in 

the native language, and it is the language of popu­

lar literature that reaches out throughout the soci­

ety. Then come the non-spoken, sacred, Hebrew 

and Aramaic which although not vernaculars are 

very far from “dead languages.” In addition to be­

ing recited in the daily prayers, they are studied in 

the classical Jewish texts. Most remarkably, both 

continue to survive in Ashkenaz as creative written 

mediums with a salient functional distribution. 

Hebrew is used for the more mundane purposes of 

community records and correspondence, and the 

“easier” subjects of Bible and Mishna. Aramaic is 

used for works on Talmud and Kabbalah, which arc 

the two “highest endeavors” in the eyes of the soci­

ety in question, the two subjects mastered only by 

what westerners would call the “top intellectuals” 

of the society. The green arrow in the graphic de­

notes rising social prestige as one goes from Yiddish 

to Hebrew to Aramaic. But this must not be misin­

terpreted as meaning that Hebrew, or even Yiddish 

were somehow “low prestige.” They were not.

Ashkenazim did not think about which 

language is in any sense “better” until much later, 

when the new forms of Jewish culture were crys­

tallizing for some Ashkenazim on the model of what 

was happening in Europe at the time, and there 

developed “Hebrew language nationalism” and 

“Yiddish language nationalism” (see chapters 10 

and 11). During the centuries beforehand, the 

three languages of Ashkenaz fit into a “natural or­

der” that was rarely challenged. The challenges 

that are documented invariably relate to Yiddish 

“coming out of the closet” and being used for pur­

poses that the society had considered to be the turf 

of Hebrew and Aramaic. Occasionally these chal­

lenges resulted in substantial changes, for example
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in the widespread use of Yiddish prayer, particu­

larly for women. In fact, the major impetus to early 

Yiddish poetry was provided by women who wrote 

personal prayers, known as tkhines (“supplica­

tions”). Languages do not exist apart from their 

users. These instances of challenge and expansion 

of the acceptable uses of the vernacular represent a 

gradually evolving and expanding spiritual and in­

tellectual life of the non-rabbinics of the society, 

most spectacularly of women.

The Ashkenazic willingness to “sanctify 

God’s name” by submitting to a death imposed 

by intolerant powers — rather than submitting to 

baptism —  does not mean that the society was in 

any sense of the term “suicidal.” To the contrary, 

the hope and dream of the Ashkenazim was, put 

simply, to live under tolerant rulers who would not 

oppress, pillage and murder them on account of 

their religion or ethnicity. Put into the practical 

terms of the time and place, that meant a search for 

a better, more tolerant home.

A remarkable quality of Ashkenaz, in fact, is 

its success at cultural survival in the face of a mag­

nitude of brutality and destruction that has in world 

history obliterated mighty kingdoms and nation­

states. The short version is that the vicious mass- 

murders in Central Lurope (Crusades, Rindfleisch, 

Black Death and numerous local atrocities), in­

stead of destroying Ashkenaz had the curious effect 

of moving it — to the east! And that brings us to 

another surprise from the viewpoint of today’s

popular thinking. Lor centuries, while the blood- 

drenched Christian “west” with Germany at its 

heart was slaughtering the “Christ-killers” there 

was a golden age of tolerance in Poland and 

Lithuania to the east.

As the late Max Wcinreich put it, “geogra­

phy was transformed into history.” In other words, 

the word “Ashkenaz” lost its strict geographic sense 

(at least as an exclusive definition) and came to 

designate the migration lands that became the new 

center, and more crucially, it came to designate the 

culture rather than any territory at all. The broad 

strokes of the eastward expansion of Ashkenaz to 

Poland and Lithuania are illustrated in the map on 

page 47. It is important to remember that the east­

ward thrust of the arrows are to be taken as a sum­

mary of population movements over the course of 

centuries, though the specific events (massacres 

and expulsions) noted for German cities were of 

course the “primary explanation” (if one is needed) 

for the escape from those locations. What should 

not be inferred, however, is any specific correla­

tion of a local expulsion or massacre in the west with 

any specific place or area among the new settle­

ments in the east. In other words, centuries of con­

tinued movement and interchange of Ashkenazic 

population, during which the overall thrust was 

west to east, did not result, say, in Ukrainian Jewry 

being directly relatable to some southern German 

source and Lithuanian Jewry to some northern 

German source (though academics come out with 

such theories from time to time). What happened 

was that the new Ashkenaz, Lastern Ashkenaz, took 

on a dynamic of its own with a “free-standing” Jew-
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ish configuration, with its own internal differentia­

tion in culture, language, and traditions, that can­

not be straightforwardly related to any known pre­

existent cultural differentiations in the west 

(though individual features of dialects and customs 

can often be traced).

The intellectual history of the rabonim can be 

traced much more readily, and many geographic 

shifts of culture can be reduced, at least for exposi­

tory purposes, to a series of biographies of indivi­

duals. Max Weinreich took the year 1500 as a sym­

bolic indicator of the period when the “center of 

gravity” of Ashkenazic civilization “moved” from 

the German speaking lands to the Slavic and Baltic 

speaking lands. He and others take the case of 

Rabbi Yankev (Jacob) Polak as a symbolic figure in 

the process. Born in the 1460s in Germany, he re­

located to Prague, in Bohemia, and then to Cracow 

in Poland, where he became the first acknowledged 

master rabbinic authority in Poland (and where he 

acquired the epithet “Polak”). He died there in 

1530. What had happened half a millennium ear­

lier vis-a-vis Babylonia and the original Ashkenaz 

was now repeating itself between the two “halves” 

of Ashkenaz. Where communities in Poland and 

Lithuania would earlier have sent their legal ques­

tions to the great rabbinical authorities in Germany, 

they were now establishing their own great centers 

of Torah authority in the new Ashkenaz — Eastern 

Ashkenaz.

One of Yankev Polak’s best pupils was 

Sholem-Shakhne who established the first great 

yeshiva in Poland, in the city Lublin. He died in 

1558. And one of his pupils was the great Moyshe

Isserles (1520s— 1572), known by his acronym as 

the Kamo.

There is a conceptual starting point for 

Ashkenaz, around a thousand years ago, when it 

comprised the Jewish communities on the banks 

of the Rhine to its west and the Danube to its east. 

In other words, at its onset, Ashkenaz comprised 

the Jewish communities on German speaking soil.

The year of the first Crusade, 1096, may be 

taken as a starting point for the mass murders and 

expulsions of early Ashkenazic Jewry, though to be 

sure there were individual city-wide atrocities be­

forehand. Prom the days when the first Ashkenazim 

escaped to the east, Eastern Ashkenaz was in some 

sense in the making. It is a moot point to argue 

about the precise points at which eastern Ashkenaz 

— Ashkenaz in Slavic and Baltic areas — grew 

from some individual refugees to a community, to 

an outpost of the original, Western Ashkenaz, to an 

equal, to eventually become the primary (or only) 

Ashkenaz. As we have seen, cultural historians have 

found it convenient to take the year 1500 as a point 

when rabbinic authority was passing eastward. By 

the late eighteenth century, western Ashkenaz had 

much declined, by the cumulative effects of perse­

cution, emigration and assimilation, and it was ripe 

for the “Berlin Enlightenment” late in that century 

(see p. 228). But even then, Ashkenazic culture sur­

vived in small enclaves in the west, right into the 

twentieth century, albeit as a tiny, curious shadow 

of the new Ashkenaz in the east.
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The upshot of all this is that for many cen­

turies, the two “halves” of Ashkenaz coexisted 

and interacted. All of Ashkenaz was by definition 

Yiddish speaking Jewry. It follows therefore that the 

dialects of the Yiddish language arc in effect the 

internal Jewish subdivisions within Ashkenazic 

Jewry Dialect boundaries, as noted, invariably 

mark more than differences in pronunciation, 

grammar and usage. They mark differences in 

other parts of the culture. And, even in the arena 

of language, the dialect boundaries within 

Ashkenaz mark much more than different kinds 

of Yiddish. The pronunciation of Hebrew and 

Aramaic follows the local Yiddish dialect through­

out Ashkenaz, and it was because of the sanctity 

of these languages in the eyes of the society, and 

the many laws concerning proper prayer and To­

rah reading in synagogue, that rabbinic minds 

debated points of dialect long bef ore such studies 

became popular in the west.

The basic divide is between west and east. 

On the territory of the older, western Ashkenaz, the

Yiddish is called Western Yiddish. Correspondingly, 

the Yiddish of eastern Ashkenaz is Eastern Yiddish.

Western Yiddish comprises Northwestern 

Yiddish (the Netherlands and northern Germany); 

Midwestern Yiddish (central Germany); and South­

western Yiddish (Alsace, Switzerland, southern 

Germany and northern Italy).

Eastern Yiddish comprises Northeastern 

Yiddish (the Lithuanian lands); Mideastern Yiddish 

(Poland and parts of Hungary); Southeastern Yid­

dish (Ukraine, comprising Volhynian, Podolian 

and Bessarabian varieties).

Within Eastern Yiddish, then, Northeast­

ern Yiddish is the language of the Litvaks, and, 

Northeastern Ashkenaz is by definition, Lita, or 

the territory of Jewish Lithuania. In some circles, 

it has now become trendy to call this land Litvakia, 

though we prefer to stick with Lita (Yiddish Lite, 

Ashkenazic Lito) on the simple grounds of authen­

ticity: the name applied over many centuries by the 

people themselves, rather than imposed retroac­

tively by today’s scholars.
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Lita

It comes as little surprise that the word 

“Lithuania,” in any of its forms, does not occur 

in dated Jewish documents that happen to survive 

from the earliest times of Jewish settlement there. 

The simple reason is that there are no such docu­

ments known to scholars. What there was or may 

have been, is lost and perhaps gone forever. As is 

usually the case, the earlier Jewish history of a 

place is known from explicit documents in non- 

Jewish sources (such as the charters of rights 

granted by Witold in 1388 and 1389) or from ar­

chaeological evidence (such as the 1171 grave­

stone in Eysishok not lar from Vilna). Bishop 

Adalbert of Prague, who was sent by the Polish 

Duke Boleslaw I to preach Christianity in 

Lithuania in 997 makes mention of Jews there. 

But the “presence of some Jews in Lithuania” in 

these early times does not necessarily signify any­

thing relatable to the continuous Lithuanian Jew­

ish community (though it certainly may). On the 

other hand, the first solid evidence of such a com­

munity centuries later does not imply that it came 

into existence just before that coincidentally “dis­

covered mention.” In other words, the commu­

nity arose gradually over the centuries, and any 

search for some single starting point is a mis­

take. At the same time, early attestations (such 

as the Stone of Eysishok) serve a valuable sym­

bolic purpose, if they are not overstated. They 

are hard evidence from a time from which there 

is precious little.

The great Jewish historian Simon Dubnov 

(1860— 1941) dated the origins of the Jewish 

communities in the east to the First Crusade of 

1096 when large numbers of Ashkenazim began to 

flee eastward, taking with them their language and 

culture. It is of course a reasonable inference, leav­

ing open the question of when Lithuanian Jewry 

was firmly differentiated from Polish Jewry. As we 

saw at the outset, the modern dialectology and 

cultural geography of Yiddish has established a 

Jewish Lithuania that looks very similar to the 

empire of Grand Duke Gedymin (Gediminas), 

who lived from around 1275 to 1341.

But that is not to say that names are 

not important. They are very important. A 

name signifies that a thing is perceived to ex­

ist, and in cultural history perceptions are



every bit as important as facts, sometimes more so. 

A person may be named shortly after he or she is 

born, but communities, languages, and other social 

constructs are often named a long time after they 

come into existence. And, it is common practice 

for moderns to extend an eventual name backward 

in time to the very beginning for purposes of iden­

tification and discussion, and yes, f or the more sub­

jective purpose of establishing a longer, rather than 

a shorter history. When did Canaanite become 

Hebrew? In most cases there can be no rigid an­

swer, though cataclysmic historic events, like the 

Norman Invasion of Britain in 1066 can be said to 

be relatable to the shift from Anglo-Saxon to Pn- 

glish. It is acceptable to extend a name backward in 

time, as long as the practice is stated openly, and as 

long as the known earlier names are noted, and not 

discredited as “wrong” because they are politically 

incorrect for later times.

Turning from these general sentiments to 

the history of Ashkenaz, it is important in the first 

place to remember that “contemporary history” 

was not a priority of the Ashkenazic rabbinic es­

tablishment. Places and settlements get mentioned 

when they happen to occur in a legal (or other) 

practical question that arose. In medieval rab­

binic nomenclature, there is the old Ashkenaz in 

the west, and then Poland (in Jewish sources Polin 

or Poylin), then, Russia (Rus[i]ja), then Muscovy 

(Moskva). Pinal a is used, as noted earlier, in place 

names that end in the unstressed vowel, as neutral 

English transcriptions, where the basic name, 

rather than its variants, are at issue. Using our 

retrospective knowledge of the specif ic cities and

towns referred to, it becomes obvious that refer­

ences to Rusya are possibly or definitely (depend­

ing upon the source) in fact references to places 

known as being in the heartland of Lithuanian 

Jewry.

The eleventh centurv scholar Pliezer ben
j

Noson (Nathan) of Mainz, Germany, considered 

to be the earliest Ashkenazic scholar who wrote a 

complete book that has survived, records his trav­

els to the east, referring to specific customs of the 

Jews of “Russia” in a context where it is absolutelv 

clear he cannot be referring to locations east of 

what became the territory of Lithuania. The 

twelfth century Itze (Isaac) of C hernigov, one of 

the first rabbinic scholars in the east, traveled in 

the other direction and visited the Jewish com­

munities in central Europe. The localization to 

Chernigov is particularly important, because we 

know it from later centuries as characteristic of 

the southeastern reaches of Jewish Lithuania. The 

Vatican Library contains a Bible commentary 

dated 1094 that was likewise written in “Russia.”

More “early sightings” could be men­

tioned. They all prove that there w ere Jew s, and 

even rabbinic scholars, on the territory of 

Lithuania from the eleventh century onward, but 

do not go to the crux of the question of the con­

tinuous settlement and more importantly, the spe­

cific culture of Lithuanian Jewry.

Por that question it may be worthwhile to 

ask what traditions later Lithuanian Jewry itself 

had about its origins. The best known tradition is 

the collective memory of the benevolent w elcome 

of the Lithuanian grand dukes, particularly



Gcdymin (Gediminas, ±1275— 1341) and 

Witold (Vytautas, 1350— 1430). It was of course 

during their reigns that the cumulative horror of 

the oppression in the west was reaching a certain 

climax (see the map on page 47).

And what about Lithuanian Jewish tradi­

tions about the origins of Lithuanian Jewish cul­

ture per sc? There is in fact a tradition about a 

“first” Lithuanian Jewish scholar, and he is not 

one of those eleventh, twelfth or thirteenth cen­

tury individuals who modern historians happen 

to know about. His is rather Moyshe ben Yankev 

(Moses ben Jacob) of Shadov (Shadcvc, now 

Seduva, Lithuania). He was born there in 1449, 

and moved on to Lida (Lide, now Lida, Belarus), 

and was taken captive and exiled to the Crimea in 

1506. He lived in Constantinople and Adrianople 

(where he married), in Kiev, and for many years 

in his final home in the Crimea. To Lithuanian 

Jews he is known as Meyshe ha-Geyle (standard 

Yiddish Moyshe ha-Goyle, “Moses the Lxile”). His 

literary output covered much of the gamut of rab­

binic literature (with the notable exception of le­

galistic works on the Talmud, which seems not to 

have been his main interest). He wrote a 

“supercommentary” to the classic Torah com­

mentary of the Sephardic scholar Abraham ibn 

L/ra (1089— 1164); a kabbalistic tract on the 

upper sefiroth (the ten stages of emanation be­

tween God and His creations in the Kabbalah); a 

Hebrew grammar; a work on the Hebrew calen­

dar; an exotic work on cryptic writing; liturgical 

poetry; and a polemic work in which he debated 

with Karaite scholars (whom he befriended on

many of his travels; sec the appendix on the 

Karaites, pp. 369-374). He also edited a 

prayerbook which for generations was known as 

representing the traditions of Kaffa (now the 

Crimean resort town Leodosia), his final home. 

He returned to his native Shadov at least once.

Meyshe ha-Gcylc thus fits the classic mold 

of the founding father who is remembered as 

launching a tradition in spite of not having any 

direct pupils or followers. His intellectual ap­

proach was original and daring, his was a restless 

personality, and he relished debate. These were all 

to be counted among the folkloristic features of the 

later Lithuanian Jewish scholar.

The word for “Lithuania” is thought to be 

attested in known dated documents from the fif­

teenth century onward (“known and dated” be­

ing the two prerequisites for unambiguous evi­

dence nowadays that x was already used as a 

known quantity by that time). That word is Lito 

in formal Ashkenazic Hebrew and Aramaic, Lite 

in spoken Yiddish, and Lita in modern Hebrew, 

as well as in general English. All these arc sub­

sumed under the single Jewish alphabet form of 

older times (lamcd-yud-tcs-alef). From the late 

nineteenth century onward, the Jewish alphabet 

spelling developed distinctive forms for the Yid­

dish Lite (with final ayin), and modern Hebrew 

Lita (with final hey).

Individual towns and cities in Lita arc 

mentioned earlier, but these mentions do not go 

to the question of which land these Jewish people 

felt part of, and how they were perceived by Jews 

in other countries.
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From the fif teenth century onward there is 

an unbroken tradition of reference to Lita (which 

we may assume was pronounced Lite in spoken 

Yiddish from the outset). Among the earliest ref­

erences are those in the preserved legal replies 

(responsa) of the great western Ashkenazic rab­

binic scholar Isserlin (1390— 1460). It occurs in 

a reply about a gentleman who had returned from 

Lita. From the casual use of the term it can be 

safely deduced that the name in its Jewish form 

was by then well known. Rabbinic style didn’t in­

cline toward the newest slang usages. Casual oc­

currence of a geographic concept means that that 

concept was probably there long before that.

And, not long thereafter, Jewish Lithuania 

was perceived to have its own internal divisions, 

which again, must be older than the first coinci­

dental survivals. The western area appears as 

Zamet (or Zamut). This is of course the Yiddish 

term for Samogitia (Lithuanian Zemaitija), an 

area which Witold conquered in the Battle of 

Tannenbergin 1410.

The eastern area becomes known as Raysn. 

The word may be etymologically related to the 

older German Reussen (“Russia”), but unlike the 

earlier rabbinic use of the term Rusija, it is not 

ambiguous. It refers to eastern Lita, an area in­

cluding Vitebsk, Mohilov and Gomel.

As is so often the case in Jewish cultural 

history, the internal borders do not match the 

political non-Jewish borders from which they de­

rive. The eastern border of Zamet and the west­

ern border of Raysn continued to be slippery en­

tities right up to the modern era.

In later times, other smaller regions came 

to be conceived as components of Lita, too: 

Courland in the north (present day western 

Latvia), Latgalia to its east (now eastern Latvia), 

and Polesya in the far southwest bordering on 

northern Ukraine (a region now split between 

southwestern Belarus and northwestern 

Ukraine).

The internal configuration of Jewish 

Lithuania is illustrated in the map on page 55. 

There is a fair amount of correspondence between 

the major regions and the principal non-Jewish 

language with which Litvaks would have been 

most familiar, though like others in the entire re­

gion, they often spoke more than one of the sur­

rounding languages. In Zamet, the principal lan­

guage was Lithuanian; in central Lita, Belorussian 

(now more correctly rendered Belarusian in Hn- 

glish) and Polish; in eastern Lita, Belorussian. 

For many centuries, Polish, and then Russian, 

served as the “imperial” language that was 

learned for dealings with officialdom. The 

coterritorial languages are sketched schematically, 

for orientation, on the map on p. 56.

To fathom the cultural milieu evolving in 

Lita, it is important to walk several steps further 

into the thick of rabbinic culture in Ashkenazic 

(and not only Ashkenazic) society. In the eyes of 

the society, the great rabonim had legal power be­

yond just the aura of respect and authority, and 

beyond the ability to decide questions of law that
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MalaP o o oHaydutshik 0Ŝvintsyan OUntep°P<5stev

Swo, ODokslictz

[ikhaleshik

i ;
ojNeVl

C^zerisk (Yezerisht  ̂
oUsvat

6 \ 6 lizh
Haradok̂#~<YSurazh

<$/ OYancvitsh

Ishatsh* 
o Krulevshin 0 Kamen 

Lepl

leshnkovjts

P Marne'<vSfteS,°
VishtinetsO ,

o  Kalvarye 
Vizhaynoj gunskvizhayno ) guns]

V̂ITEBSK
oLyozne

O Rudnye
°Lubavitsh

o B a b i n o v i ^ h ^ ^ ^ ^ : ,

,  o . , ^  j Dalhinev Behomit; yO ^s*ene / ^ T r  ©Krasne
larkun  o  °  o  , ^^Dubrovne

„ \  n , .  oMednik A  Vil^yke oKraysk Krasnoluk BaranoPOrshe
oButrtmams R u d ^ o M e d n ^ ^  9 1 oIlye 0 Tal6tsh V  \  Ut-

(Alite oOlkenik V ° 6 s h m e n e  Malodetshne o O^hebm) o  Bober ( O H orK
v„ , 7%ty4nt$e o oSoletshnik O P^s b te n ltS B o r is o v  o^Shklov

OLazdey ^

Trok0 ®VILNIi

OTshash
Lukeml

iNSK

°Ratsi 
Yagestov o

; O Koine

lomzhi:
(?)

* «gcsiOV o
(Aygustov) Upsko

oGrayve

Tatydntse o oSoletshnik o  P̂ es"t e n u 0  Borisov
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%  ̂ o Skavshin
o Ploskin ^ o Dakovitsh

o Lahishin ! ) ° Putkhovitsh P Rapinevitsh VasiieVitsh
' ‘ ' O Zhitkovitsh y,

%-RldtnitS -̂---
^T^ev

o Tsheshersk

shitse

jcg o Stolin
o /dRubel

O Kalinkovitsh
Khoynik Loyev^

Yo1SQ\ISar6vle OBral3

KME1A1
o )

© Dovid Katz 2004Cartography by Giedre Bcconyte

o  Lishnefke

oTonezh

Drozdin OBuktsh ° Leltshe 

its6.sk o Milashevitsh Q̂ odnc

lbrovitsh 6tshu> Nay-Shepelitsh

2) Perhe Avritsh Kasilavke

°Yurov °  ,
/OGlevsk o L i p m k ^ ar0dU
' PKishin / X  ___ lv;uik(>;

— j----------- A -----------  oAorosten
\  sosnove(  Yemiltshin X nshomir . . . . .

.0 p O f  .QAhW
I Harddnitse - A  Barash y\ c> 4 nOVKC .

27*________\______  ; A" 7  30f:

y ^Zhnke
0„6«nle °  OKUm‘ V

podobranke 
8  Dobranke

O Lavin 
ORepik

TSH ER NIG O V

Oirufmkeo °Borzne

jfedzeletS
rtm/t r / /o Y e v m tn k tAT il , ° Bobrevits

° \  VoLetke 
fiiben

^ iv lE V





were theoretical rather than practical (such as laws 

of ancient animal sacrifices, laws of the Temple in 

Jerusalem, or on waging war). Through the insti­

tution of the rabbinic court, the bes-din (bezdn in 

usual spoken Yiddish), they wielded enormous 

clout in all kinds of matters that arise in daily life.

The realm of these powers covered (and in 

traditional communities continues to cover) 

myriad matters of birth, marriage, divorce, 

death; kosherness of food in many doubtful cases; 

interpersonal, civil, financial and business dis­

putes; questions on observance of religious law, 

Sabbaths, holidays, prayers; questions arising on 

how to deal with all sorts of real life situations in 

internal Jewish life and in relations with the out­

side world. While single town rabbis could decide 

many questions, issues demanding a full court had 

to be adjudicated in rabbinic courts of three 

judges following to the hilt the laws of courts as 

laid out in the Torah, as interpreted in the Talmu­

dic tractate Sanhedrin, as evolved over time by the 

growing body of Jewish legal literature (in He­

brew or Aramaic). Sanhedrin was the name of the 

great supreme court in the times of the Second 

Temple in Jerusalem.

Fven in places where authority was not offi­

cially granted to the rabbinic courts by the powers 

that be, there was a taboo within the Jewish com­

munity on taking any dispute to government 

courts. Things had to be solved where possible by 

the Jewish court, and this societal pressure itself 

conferred vast authority on such courts. Moreover, 

on matters of purely Jewish law (like whether a cer­

tain food is kosher), it would have been quite ri­

diculous to even think of taking the question to the 

(usually not philo-Semitic) civil authorities.

The degree to which life and law were in­

separably intertwined meant that the legal sys­

tem had to be a sophisticated and stable one for 

the society to function. There is a highly deve­

loped vocabulary for speaking about this system, 

much of it deriving from Hebrew and Aramaic, 

and rendered in Yiddish pronunciation among 

Ashkenazim.

One pivotal word is poysek (plural poskim). 

The poskim were rabbinic scholars whose judg­

ments on matters of new, open or disputed law 

came to have validity in their generation (and of­

ten far beyond). They are sometimes called 

“codifiers” in Hnglish though not all of them com­

piled codes of law; some simply issued decisions 

and rulings which came to be recognized as in­

spired and accurate. One way of looking at Jew­

ish traditional intellectual history (or the history 

of Torah study in the sense in which the concept is 

used by traditional communities) is as a dual track 

enterprise in which some scholars seek certain 

higher truths, for the sake of pure scholarship, 

while others become engrossed in matters of prac­

tical law. For example, many rabbinic scholars 

have dedicated their lives to the minutest laws of 

the rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem when 

Messiah will come. Others have invested the same 

magnitude of time and talent in the minutest laws 

of forbidden and permitted foods in the time and 

place in which they lived. Both types concentrate 

on law. Many other rabbinic minds preferred 

speculative Kabbalah and wrote treatises on the
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origins of the universe, and still others specialized 

in Bible commentary. Again, it is necessary to 

remember that the concept rabonim is better trans­

lated “recognized scholars in traditional Jewish 

society” rather than “rabbis” in any modern 

sense, though to be called rov, one needed rabbinic 

ordination.

The top scholars from among the rabonim 

of each generation might achieve the title goen 

(modern Hebrew and popular English usage 

gaon), a term designating a person of exquisite 

mental talent in traditional Jewish learning (and 

in modern Yiddish and Hebrew extended to the 

concept “genius” more generally). There is even 

a special term for a young scholar of rare talents, 

(luy, who shows signs of turning into a future goen.

These scholars acquired this (and other) 

rabbinic epithets neither by further degrees or 

diplomas, nor by any form of formal election by 

committees or communities (though there were 

processes of selection for official community or 

town rabbis).

The title goen was acquired by an indi­

vidual over decades by growing universal ac­

knowledgment of his brilliance in Torah studies 

coupled with traits of character (humility and dis­

dain of luxuries and money are a recurring mea­

sure). In certain times and places, a capacity for 

leadership was also called for, and great rabbinic 

figures sometimes became legendary leaders of 

their communities. In Jewish lore, this is best 

known from the Maharal of Prague (Yehude-Leyb 

ben Betsalel, ± 1525— 1609). The historical 

Maharal was a brilliant author on a wide range of

subjects. In Jewish lore, he is said to have created, 

through kabbalistic means, the famous Golem of 

Prague, a “homunculus,” to save the city’s Jews 

from an awful threat. It became a key topic in 

twentieth century Yiddish literature.

Once a high status was attained, the scholar 

would f requently be known (as might other authors 

of books) by an acronym derived from his own 

name, the name of a beloved book he wrote, or even 

an intimate Yiddish form of his name. So it was, 

for example, in the case of two of the eminent four­

teenth and fifteenth century rabbinic leaders of 

western Ashkenaz encountered above. Jacob 

Mollin remains known as der Maharil (“the 

Maharil”) after the acronym f ashioned from one of 

the forms of his “extended name.” Many rabbinic 

acronyms start with Maha- derived from the words 

Moyreynu hoRav. Literally, the words translate as 

“our teacher the rabbi” and in the cultural history 

of Ashkenazic Jewry the words came to mean that 

the person so designated was regarded as a major 

teacher of his generation. On some occasions, a 

more intimate appellation “stuck.” Israel ben 

Pesachia became best known as Isserlin (the west­

ern Yiddish diminutive ol lser, which itself derives 

from an old Yiddish form of “Israel”).

The poskim occupy a special place in virtue 

of their concentration on everyday law, on mat­

ters of potential concern to an entire population 

under their jurisdiction, even if they also passed 

rulings on many matters not directly relevant to 

daily life. The work of the poskim over many cen­

turies can be compared, with all the usual caveats, 

to that of a long standing legislature which evolves



a nation’s laws over time, always taking into con­

sideration both precedents and the changing 

needs ot the times.

Such a legislative tradition requires a stable 

community ot scholars. A minimum ot peace and 

tranquility are prerequisites tor almost any pro­

longed and intensive scholarly activity. It is 

scarcely a surprise that the high points were 

reached in times and places where traditional Jew­

ish civilization was able to thrive in the context ot 

the contemporary “external” situation. This is 

where European history and its Jewish compo­

nent crucially interact.

The “Golden Age” ot Sephardic Jewry pro­

duced a Maimonides whose code ot Jewish law, 

the Mishneh Torah, remains a major milestone in 

Jewish law and history. Jacob ben Asher, “the 

Tur,” the great Ashkenazic poysek, spent much ot 

his life in the relative peace and quiet of Toledo, 

Spain. While the turbulent history ot early 

Ashkenaz produced many individual cases of ge­

nius and creativity, the center ot gravity ot Jewish 

legal scholarship was moving eastward to Poland 

along with the major population shift to Poland. 

It seems that in the case of each ot the population 

shifts of the Ashkenazim (from the German 

speaking lands to Poland; and from both those 

lands to Lithuania — the vaunted “eastward 

trek”), it took several centuries for Talmudic cul­

ture to fully establish itself. As we have seen, the 

year 1 500 is taken as a symbolic shift from Ger­

many to Poland, as it is around that time that some 

of the most talented scholars moved eastward and 

established themselves in the midst of preexisting

Jewish communities that were “ripe” for this 

development.

But the international nature of Jewish 

scholarly development means that it is not enough 

to limit even a brief overview to the Ashkenazic 

area or even to Europe. In fact, the most sensa­

tional single advance in legal codification after the 

Sephardic Maimonides (the Rambam) and the 

Ashkenazic Tur came from the pen of Joseph Karo. 

Born in Spain or Portugal in 1488, he found him­

self, as a boy, among the exiles fleeing the Spanish 

Inquisition of 1492. He spent much of his life in 

Nicopolis and Adrianople in Turkey, before set­

tling in the Land of Israel in the 1530s. He even­

tually settled in the famed “city of Kabbalists,” 

Safad, where he died in 157 5. His great work, the 

Shulkhon orukh (Shulhan Aruch) is organized ac­

cording to the structure of the Ashkenazic Tur. In 

a sense there is a direct chain of works here, from 

Mishna to Talmud to Maimonides to the Tur to 

Karo and his Shulkhon orukh. It remains one of the 

most studied reference works of Jewish law.

There was, however, one impediment 

Karo, not surprisingly, preferred his native 

Sephardic laws and rulings over those of the 

Ashkenazim where the two major European Jew­

ish cultures clashed. And in many instances, he 

wasn’t familiar with central and eastern European 

practice. Yet it was too much a work of genius, a 

work necessary for rabbinic law, to be rejected; 

moreover, in a multitude of cases, the rulings did 

apply to both “halves” of European Jewry. It was 

left to a younger contemporary (who actually died 

a few years bef ore Karo) to write “emendations”



to the Shulkhon orukh that were themselves to 

amount, cumulatively, to a work of brilliance. 

That contemporary was the Ramo, as Moyshe ben 

Yisroel (Moses ben Israel) Isserles is known from 

the acronym of his name. Isserles (1520— 1572) 

was born and died in Cracow, Poland. He came 

from a well to do rabbinic family and was able to 

devote his life to learning. The words Shulkhon 

orukh mean “prepared table.” The name Mapo 

(“tablecloth” for Karo’s “prepared table”) came 

to be widened in popular usage from one of the 

Ramo’s works to all his commentaries on Karo. 

And, in popular Ashkenazic terminology, the 

name Shulkhon orukh came to apply to Karo’s plus 

the Ramo’s works taken together, even as Gemora 

(sec above p. 32) came to apply to the Mishnaplus 

the Gemora in popular usage.

The age of the Sephardi Joseph Karo, and 

the Ashkenazi Isserles — the Ramo — came to 

be seen in rabbinic history as the beginning of a 

new era in traditional Jewish intellectual history. 

The scholars before these two masters are called 

the Rishojnim (Rishonim, literally “the early ones” 

or “the first ones”). Although chronologists of Eu­

ropean Jewish culture dif fer on details, it is gener­

ally accepted that Karo and the Ramo are, taken 

together, the launchers of the age of the Akhroynim 

(Aharonim, literally “the last ones” or “the latter 

ones”).

The Akhroynim in Poland, those who came 

after the Ramo, took after “the founding father of 

Talmudic studies in Poland,” Yankev Polak 

(1460s— 1530). Polak and a large number of Pol­

ish rabbis who came after him from the sixteenth

century onward followed his method of Talmudic 

research called “pilpul” (pilpl in Yiddish, pilpul in 

modern Hebrew). The concept is much older but 

it took on a new meaning in Poland. It is a method 

of explaining away contradictions, unclear texts 

and logical, historical, conceptual and textual 

problems of all sorts by... To a supporter of pilpul, 

the three dots would be filled in by “brilliance,” 

or “originality” or perhaps “the study of logics and 

creative thinking.” To its detractors, the dots 

would be filled in by “casuistry” or “forced analy­

sis” or even “study for the sake of showing off 

cleverness.” Both sides concede that there are 

many variations of pilpul, some involving more 

fanciful flights of logic or imagination than oth­

ers. To be sure, pilpul breathed new life into Tal­

mudic studies in Poland, and enabled the rise of 

many yeshivas where the main point of a day’s 

work was to come up with a novel interpretation 

whether or not it is particularly likely (or even in­

tended to be) historically accurate in the sense of 

achieving comprehension of the original intention 

of a text.

How does Lithuania fit into all of this? In 

at least three major ways.

First, internal societal forces within 

Lithuanian Jewry had for some generations been 

aspiring to develop Talmudic scholarship in the 

country. Lor wealthier members of communities, 

and for communities with means, a tradition was 

well established by the sixteenth century whereby 

communities would “bring” top scholars from 

Germany and Poland to come and settle in 

Lithuania to teach and head Jewish communities,



and to study and write. The everyday Yiddish verb 

lernen came to mean both “teach” and “study” 

and especially to be immersed in the study of 

Torah.

This process is illustrated for a representa­

tive selection of these scholars in the map “Rise of 

Lithuania as the World Center of Rabbinic Schol­

arship” (p. 64). It is evident that notwithstanding 

the role played by a number of communities, it 

was one community in particular that was “im­

porting” Talmudic scholars in the same spirit in 

which other societies have imported artisans and 

entrepreneurs or gold and silver. That community 

was the city of Vilna.

Second, the method of pilpul was revered 

in Lithuania but not, usually, as the prime method 

for Talmudic study, and certainly not as a means 

of solving serious problems of law. It was revered 

as an oratorical art, to be practiced for fun, and 

particularly by magi'dim (traveling preachers), as a 

means of delighting their audiences. When it came 

to hard core scholarship, the emerging Lithuanian 

type scholar was straight and unyielding in search­

ing for the actual meaning of a text, and for “solv­

ing” contradictions in ancient texts only so far as 

logic would allow, and admitting ignorance be­

yond that point. This tendency fed into Last Eu­

ropean Jewish folklore, as types of scholars came 

to represent their people in the popular psyche. 

While the Polish Jew appears as warm, excitable, 

loving of a “nice” explanation that has charm, the 

Lithuanian Jew— eventually known as a Litvak — 

comes across as somewhat dry, over concerned 

with facts, truths and always demanding evi­

dence. In many a Yiddish folktale, the Litvak 

doesn’t believe something until he sees all the evi­

dence for himself. This in turn fed into yet another 

folkloristic dif ferentiation: that the Polish Jew (<der 

Poylisheryid) is depicted as having deeper belief in 

God and every last detail of his or her religion, 

while the Litvak, a born skeptic, must always be 

convinced with a big stack of what moderns might 

call empirical evidence.

Finally, there was the external situation. 

Notwithstanding setbacks in societal tolerance to­

ward its Jewish population (such as the short-lived 

expulsion of 1495), the Jews continued to “feel 

better” in Lithuania than in Poland. Christian ve­

hemence against Jews was much less prevalent in 

Lithuania (despite some tragic incidents, mostly 

involving the Jesuits and the kinds of outbursts 

known as shilergelaf, or rampages of theological stu­

dents). Jews (and this also fed into Yiddish folklore) 

were poorer, by and large, in Lithuania and there 

was less resentment against them. Another factor is 

that Lithuania was more of a multiethnic society 

than Poland. These differences persisted in myriad 

ways notwithstanding the major political changes 

brought about by the various unions between the 

two nations (the marriage of Lithuanian Grand 

Duke Jogaila to Queen Jadwiga of Poland in 1386; 

the Union of Lublin federating the two states in 

1569 into the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth; 

the Union of Brest-Litovsk in 1596 attempting to 

unite the Catholic and Orthodox churches, and the 

late eighteenth century partitions which put all of 

Lithuanian and much of Polish Jewry under the 

same Russian czarist rule).





A Scholarly Tradition is Established in Lithuania.

Major features of the intellectual makeup of classic 

Lithuanian Jewish culture can be found in the works 

of seventeenth century rabbinic scholars.

“The Shakh” (Yiddish der Shakh) is the popu­

lar name of Shabse (Shabsai) ben Meir ha-Koyhen, 
one of the first generation of Lithuanian born-and- 

bred “international masters” of Talmudic learning. 
H is life and work are a microcosm of the rise of 
Lithuania to the status of world center of traditional 
Jewish learning. He is known by an acronym deriving 
from his first work, a legal commentary called Sifsey 

Koyhen (literally “Lips of the Kohen [priest]”), a play 

on his own family status as a member of the first 
(priestly) caste of the three ancient groups into which 

Jews traditionally fall (Priest, Levite and Israelite). As 

is so frequendy the case, the name of his book and the reference to himself are both 
taken from a biblical passage, in this case from the last of the Hebrew prophets, 
Malachi: “Lor the lips of the priest should keep knowledge, and they should seek the 
law at his mouth, for he is the messenger of the Lord of Hosts” (Malachi 2:7).

There is uncertainty as to whether the Shakh was born in Vilna or in 

Amstivov near Vilkovishik. In either case he hails from the depths of Jewish 

Lithuania, studied in Tiktin and went on to Poland to teach and continue study­

ing before settling in Vilna and becoming a member of its rabbinical court. He 
fled during the war of 1655, and after stints in Lublin, Prague and Dresnitz, 

settled in Holesov, Moravia, where he died in 1663. There, incidentally, he 
befriended Christian scholars in what was becoming an ecumenical spirit be­
tween Lithuanian Talmudists and certain tolerant Christian scholars.

“ The Shakh”  (Yiddish Jer Shakh) 

is the popular name o f Shabse 

(Shabsai) ben M e ir ha-Kovhen



In the yeshivas of the world today, every student is immersed in debates 
“between the Shakh and the Taz.” The Taz was a contemporary with whom the 

Shakh disagreed on many points of law and interpretation. The major works of 

both are commentaries on the Shulkhon orukh code of law by Joseph Karo 
(1488— 1575). The Taz too was named for the commentary he wrote, Turey 

Zohov (“Columns of Gold”), a play on several Biblical passages referring to the 
columns (or rows) of various building materials for Solomon’s Temple in 
Jerusalem (I Kings, chapters 6 and 7). In the name of the commentary, which 
then became the popular name of its author, the transposed reference is to col­

umns of print in the texts of the commentaries. It is a classic case of semantic 
refashioning of building blocks of houses to building columns of print that sym­
bolize intellectual structures.

And so, in the world of yeshivas to this day, and for all time, the Taz and 
the Shakh have it out with each other in their numberless legal and logical and 
textual debates. The Taz by the way was “in real life” Dovid ben Shmuel ha- 
Leyvi (1586— 1667), a Ukrainian Talmudist, who like his opponent moved 
westward in troubled times. In the end, it was the rulings of the Litvak, the 

Shakh, that were usually accepted in Lithuania and Poland, and those of the 
southerner, the Taz, that prevailed in German Jewish circles. Nevertheless, each 
legal instance, and the opinions of each within a long chain of scholars (that now 
extends centuries beyond both), continues to be examined in its own right.

The story of “the Shakh and the Taz” can illuminate the “soul of the 
Litvak,” and particularly the element therein variously known (depending on 
the perspective of the beholder) as argumentativeness, passion for debating, 
intellectual challenge for its own sake, and fearlessness in disagreeing with even 
great authorities. For the anti-Litvak, so to speak (as in non-Litvak Jewish 

folklore), all this was sometimes considered an egocentric exercise in flaunting 
intellectual prowess and belittling an opponent. It is curious that in the intro­

duction to his replies-to-replies commentary on the Taz, the Shakh wrote:

“It should not occur to the reader of this book of mine, that it is because 

of some personal dispute I may have had with the author of the Turey Zohov [the 
Taz], or some grudge against him in my heart that I proceeded to write cri­
tiques on his book. For it is after all known to everybody that the relationship 
between us is that of Vaheb in Suphah’ [from an obscure passage, Numbers 
21: 14, interpreted by the Babylonian Talmud, at Kidushin 30b as the love be­
tween two who study at the same gate of Torah]. ‘And the Torah seeks its home’ 
[Babylonian Talmud, Bovo-Metsiyo 85a], and I proceeded to make my home 

into a home for the author of the Turey Zohov, and he stayed with me for three



days, and I honored him with great honor, so great that it would be hard to 
believe, and he reveled in this honor, and rejoiced with me in great joy, literally 
like the joy of the Rejoicing at the Libation Water Well [Mishna Suko 5:1]. 

And as far as concerns God he knows that I wrote this book, the Nekudojs ha- 

KeseJY Studs of Silver’ — Song of Songs 1: 11], only for the sake of Heaven, to 

explain and to clarify the truth. . .”

from the introduction to Nckudoys ha-Kescflreply to the Taz, 

among the commentaries of both upon the Shulkhon orukh code 

of Jewish law], Frankfurt on the Oder, 1677 

The Shakh’s other accomplishments are also “literary” within the con­
text of traditional Ashkenaz, not in the sense of the “western genres” of prose, 
poetry or drama. In addition to his extensive legal commentaries, he wrote some 

treatises that are more in the realm of logic and the methodology of intellectual 

research, most famously on doubt and on the unknowables in life and in law.
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A profound book of Jewish philosophy bv a 

“young man from The States of Lithuania” 

(published in Prague in 1611)

All that is known about Yoysef ben 
Yitskhok ha-Leyvi Segal is what the pub­
lisher writes about him on the title page 
of this short book that appeared in Prague 
in 1611: that he is “from The States of 

Lithuania” and that he is “a master of 

wisdom, and young in years.” The book 

offers a profound critique of medieval 
Jewish philosophy, including that of 

Maimonides. This Litvak moved west 
and became acquainted with leading Jew­
ish scholars in Prague whom he intro­
duced to philosophy. In the book the 
young Litvak boldly declares that Talmu­
dic law is not enough to make a scholar 

whole. It is necessary to delve into wider 
issues of philosophy. Although he has 

deep respect for Maimonides he does not 

hesitate to challenge the proofs he pro­

posed for the existence of God.
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Title page and frontispiece of 

a 1661 commentary by an ancestor 

of the Gaon of Vilna

Title page of the Amsterdam 

1661 edition of Joseph Karo’s legal 
compendium Shulkhon orukh with 

the commentary by Moyshe Rivkes 
of Vilna, an ancestor of the Gaon. 

The frontispiece contains the kind 
of imagery (borrowed from Chris­

tian books) beloved of Amsterdam 
Jewish publishers and rarely found 
in Hast European Jewish editions. 

Moyshe Rivkes’ textual and legal 

commentary is called B ’eyr ha-Goylo 

(“Well of the Exile” or B’eyr ha- 

Goyle “Well of the Exiled One”).
Rivkes, who was born 

around 1595, and brought up in 
Vilna (his birthplace is disputed), 
was one of those expelled from 

Lithuania (alongwith the Shakh) in 

1655 during the invasion of Vilna by 

Muscovite and Cossack forces. He 
eventually reached Amsterdam where the well established Sephardic 
community marveled at his erudition, and commissioned him to proof­
read and prepare for the press a new edition of the Shulkhon orukh code 
of Jewish law. Rivkes went much further, writing a commentary that has 
become classic, and that is reprinted with all standard modern editions 
of the Shulkhon orukh. The comments offered are extraordinarily brief 

and brevity became another “classic Litvak trait.”

At more than one point, Rivkes stresses the absolute need for 

respect, good relations and meticulous honesty in all dealings between 

Jews and Christians.
Despite his good life in Amsterdam, Moyshe Rivkes yearned for 

his native Vilna and returned home. 1 Ie died in Vilna in 1671. He left
his life’s earnings to be invested in a trust fund, with instructions that it 
was to be used in the future to support such descendants as may be true 
Torah scholars. One of those direct descendants was Eyliohu the Gaon 

of Vilna (see Genealogy of the Gaon of Vilna, p. 87), who was able to 

devote his entire life to study, thanks to Moyshe Rivkes’ legacy.
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The rabbinic tract Seyfer Divrey 

Khakhomim (“Book of the Words of the 
Wise Men”) by “Yehude-Leyb, may God 
watch over him, Pukhovitser, whose per­

manent residence is in the place of his 
birth, a place of Torah, the sacred commu­

nity of Pinsk, may God watch over it and 

keep it.” It was published in Hamburg in 
1692. The title page of this copy, in the 
Yivo Library in New York, bears the fa­
mous stamp of the collection of the nine­
teenth century Vilna scholar and biblio­
phile Matisyohu Strashun (see p. 188).

Pukhovitser’s family stemmed from 

the village Pukhovitsh, east of Minsk (now 

Puchavicy, Belarus). Although his works 

show profound kabbalistic influence, their 

essence is legal and homiletic, with a prac­
tical eye toward application of ancient laws 
to the realities of the author’s time, which 
included the Chmielnitski massacres of

1648 and 1649.
Pukhovitser (± 1630— 170?) was a 

forerunner of the academic traditions of 
Lithuanian Jewish culture, setting out prin­

ciples that were later to be associated with 

the Gaon of Vilna (1720—  1790), his pupil 
Chaim of Valozhin (1749— 1821) and the 

yeshiva network that followed. He insisted on the study of Torah (in other words 

of the entire rabbinic literature) for its own sake, not just for practical reasons. 
At the same time, he called for systematization of the study process, including set 

times and development of a curriculum that progresses from the easy to the more 

difficult. He condemned the playful logic called pilpul, very popular in Poland, 

and insisted that a scholarship system be instituted to enable poor students to 
study based on their academic merit only. The overt Lithuanian Jewish antago­

nism toward pilpul is sometimes traced to Pukhovitser.

The rabbinic tract bv Yehude- 

Levb Pukhovitser (published in 

Hamburg in 1692)
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The kabbalistic tract Or Yisroel (“Light of Is­
rael”) by “Yisroel [Israel], son of Rabbi Aaron of 

blessed memory Yofe [Jaffe], head of the rabbini­

cal court and head of the academy of the sacred 

community of Shklov in the Land of Russia.” It 
was published in Frankfurt on the Oder in 1702.

Born in the Ukraine around 1640, Yofe was 
taken north to Glusk (now in Belarus), in the Jew­

ish Lithuanian area, as a boy, in 1648, when the fam­

ily escaped the Chmielnitski hordes. He eventually 
became rabbi of Shklov. This tract is divided into 

two commentaries, one on Kabbalah, one on a code 
of law. The author vehemendy denied charges that 
he was secretly a believer in the false messiah of 
Sabbethai Zevi. That dispute, which centered on 
whether certain insertions in the text were his own 
or were maliciously inserted at the print shop, 

makes this one of the most controversial kabba­
listic works.

Mystical tract by a scholar from Shklov

(published in Frankfurt on the Oder in 1702)
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The beloved ethical, kabbalistic and story-rich tract 
Kav ha-Yosher (Ashkenazic: Kav ha-Yoshor, The Straightfor­
ward [Honest] Measure) by Tsvi-Hirsh Keydenover (or 
Koydenover). Originally published in Frankfurt on the Main 
in 1705 in Hebrew, the work had been written earlier in the 

author’s home town, Vilna. In 1709, he published his Yid­

dish version. It became a popular work, and bilingual edi­

tions have appeared ever since, with the traditional layout of 

Hebrew in the top and Yiddish in the lower half of each page. 

This facsimile is of the Vilna 1875 bilingual Hebrew-Yiddish 
edition, one of many published by the Romms of Vilna in the 
nineteenth century. The accompanying facsimile (to the left) 
is a sample page from within the text.

The book’s name, Kav ha-Yoshor is a playful multilay­
ered construction of a type beloved of traditional rabbis. Kav, 

in addition to being an ancient measure, used here meta-

A later 19,h century Vilna edition

o f tbe beloved Kav Ihi-YosIht

Kabbalistic table o f mvstic names

in the Kav ha-)osher
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phorically for the measure of justice, also equals 102 in the Hebrew numbering 
system, a mark for the book’s 102 chapters. Moreover, the letters of the word 
ha-yoshor (“straightforward, honest, upstanding”) are the same as those of the 
author’s Yiddish forename, Hirsh, but with the order of two letters reversed.

Keydenover (who died in 1712) was the son of Aaron Shmuel 

Keydenover (±  1614— 1676), a Talmudist and preacher who hailed from 

Keydenov (or Koydenov), now Dziarzynsk in Belarus.

The Talmudic and astronomical tract Yeshuo be- 

Yisroel (“Salvation in Israel”) by “The Torah scholar 
and astronomer, our teacher, the rabbi Rabbi 
Yehoynoson [Jonathan] son of our teacher, the rabbi 

Rabbi Yoysef [Joseph] from the sacred community of 

Rozhenoy of the Land of Lithuania” (published Frank­
fort on the Main, 1720).

Rozhenoy, where the author was born in the late 
seventeenth century, is also known as Ruzhan; it is be­
tween Pinsk and Grodna (now Ruzany, Belarus). 
Jonathan, who was blind, made a vow during a plague 
in town in 1710, that should he be spared, he would 

devote his life to astronomy. And he did. This tract is 

a commentary on a work by Maimonides (1135— 
1204) concerning the intricate laws of blessing the 

new moon each month, and exploring more generally 

the interface between Talmudic (mainly calendric) 
studies and astronomy.

The fusing of Jewish and secular learning was a 
Lithuanian Jewish passion long before the nineteenth 
century spread of Last Luropean Haskalah. And, dur­

ing his travels in Germany, Jonathan befriended the 

famous Christian bibliographer of Hebrew books, 
Johann Christoph Wolf (1683— 1739).
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The Talmudic and astronomical tract Yeshuo

he-Yisroel (Salvation in Israel) appeared in 

1720
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The Council of Lithuania

From the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries, 

the governments of both Poland and Lithuania 

granted their Jewish communities autonomy for 

the purposes of tax collection. In other words, the 

organized Jewish community itself would be re­

sponsible for raising the lump sums required, 

rather than the government having to deal with 

collections from large numbers of individuals or 

families.

Heads of individual communities, large 

and small, had to meet to hammer out policies. 

This simple piece of common sense went hand in 

hand with religious, cultural and, to a great extent, 

juridical autonomy. The Jewish councils, with gov­

ernment blessing, could also take formal control 

of many aspects of internal Jewish life, including 

(to use the modern terms, and why not) educa­

tion, social services, and law (dealing with dis­

putes and matters arising). This meant they had a 

lot of power, given that the formal community, 

after giving the state the total amount owed, could 

decide on the disbursement of remaining funds, 

and could serve as an authoritative institution for 

channeling to good works many private funds, en­

dowments and personal legacies. It also meant 

that chunks of Talmudic law that had in reality 

never been in force (bearing in mind that the Tal­

mud wasn’t even dreamt of during the ancient 

Jewish sovereignty in Judah or Israel) were sud­

denly infull force in Poland and Lithuania!

And so, for the first time since the fall of 

Jerusalem, the Jews had control over their own af­

fairs without having (or wanting) sovereignty or 

police or armies (those aspects of security being 

part of the government’s part of the bargain).

There is no use pretending that things 

worked perfectly. The historical works on the sub- 

ject deal with the many shortfalls and conflicts, 

and the various external ills (like wars) that the 

council system could neither prevent nor repair. 

Nevertheless, this period of Jewish autonomy in 

Poland and Lithuania is considered a Golden Age 

for both Polish and Lithuanian Jewry, and in fact, 

for Diaspora Jewry in general. It was a period 

when both countries’ Jewish communities pro­

duced many leading scholars and works, a level of 

widespread creativity that is possible only when 

the external environment and general atmosphere
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permit (as opposed to isolated individual genius, 

which sometimes thrives in adversity).

But it was also a time that included an im­

mense Jewish tragedy. The Chmielnitski uprisings 

of the Ukrainian peasants against their Polish 

lords and Jewish middlemen and leaseholders and 

innkeepers turned into an orgy of mass murder of 

Ukrainian Jewish and Polish men, women and 

children. The calamity is known in Yiddish as 

Gzeyres takh-v’tat (the Lvil Decrees of 1648 and 

1649). This led the councils of the surviving com­

munities in Lithuania and Poland to deal with 

many issues ensuing from the Ukrainian massa­

cres (intake of refugees, ransoming of captives, 

and so forth). Still, the major focus is on the terri­

tories covered, and the various seventeenth cen­

tury wars only temporarily disrupted the work of 

the councils, which tended to hold assemblies in 

different towns in rotation.

The pioneering research on the Councils 

was carried out by the great Jewish historian 

Simon Dubnov (1860— 1941; see p. 280). In 

192 5 he published the complete text (in Hebrew 

with various terms in Aramaic and in Yiddish) of 

the proceedings of the Council of Lithuania. Is­

rael Halperin (1910— 1971), a native of Bialystok 

who emigrated to Israel, published addenda in 

1935, and went on to publish the extant proceed­

ings of the other councils in 1945. Much of what 

follows comes from the publication of these two 

scholars who made the proceedings of the coun­

cils widely and permanently available. These col­

lections of real life proceedings paint a vivid pic­

ture of a stateless people who nevertheless have a

highly sophisticated and meticulous code of inter­

nal law rooted in their ancient culture, and are able 

to enforce it in everyday life thanks to the au­

tonomy granted by the Commonwealth of Poland 

and Lithuania.

The base unit of each town or place is the 

kohol (kahal), the organized Jewish community in 

each town, which itself has a structure of titles and 

positions dating back to the early years of the long 

Jewish exile. Another term of the same root, 

kehi'le, can be synonymous or it can be wider in 

referring to a place of Jewish township residence. 

For example, one can speak of “the kehiles Brisk, 

Grodna and Vilna” where the reference is to the 

cities, and specif ically to their Jewish communi­

ties, and more specifically, to the organized com­

munal structure of those communities.

The nucleus of a Jewish autonomy in Po­

land and Lithuania that would be wider than any 

one community evolved with the practice of peri­

odic meetings of the heads of various communi­

ties of a region or more than one region. It is an 

example of the close “practical life” relationships 

between Jewish and “general” life that such meet­

ings often took place at the great commercial fairs 

which provided many business contacts. They 

also served as a convenient time to convene rab­

binical courts comprised of top scholars from 

farflunglocations (and to make marital matches).

The major legal “tool” is the takone 

(Ashkenazic takono, Israeli Hebrew takana, vari­

ously translated “ruling” or “amendment”). The 

takones of a community were usually written by the 

scribe (the sojfer) in a special pinkes (pinkos,
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pinkas) or record book, and on rare occasions even 

printed. A survivingpi'nkes is invariably a treasure 

of information on the daily life of a community of 

centuries ago. They arose in response to issues and 

situations that actually arose, making them an in­

finitely better source of history than recon­

structions based on the official government docu­

ments of the day.

These developments came, not coinciden­

tally, at the same time that that the dynamic cul­

tural center of Ashkenazic civilization had moved 

from the Germanic speaking lands to Lastern 

Lurope, where its first great center was in Poland. 

The councils began around 1519. The govern­

ment’s tax demands on the Jews resulted in the 

heads of communities meeting, often at the great 

fair of Lublin. Sometimes the courts convened at 

the Lublin fairs acted as a court of appeal to which 

a party dissatisfied with a local verdict could ap­

ply for relief . Dubnov estimates the period of evo­

lution of the Vaad, or Council, as the half century 

between 1530 and 1580. During that period the 

term Vaadey hoarotses (“The Councils of the 

Lands”) emerges to describe the committees and 

convocations of community leaders from various 

parts of Poland and Lithuania. A region could be 

referred to asglil (region, province), erets (land), 

or mediae (country or state).

In a document dated 1533, King Sigismund 

I of Poland makes mention of a specific ruling of 

the court assembled at Lublin as if it were a recog­

nized supreme court of Jewish law and ar­

bitration. An example to demonstrate the author­

ity of the Vaad: In the sixteenth century the lead­

ing rabbinic authorities of the constituent “lands” 

gave their approval for an authorized edition of the 

Talmud to be published at Lublin (1559— 1580). 

The formal text of the haskome (“approbation”) 

is printed at the start of the edition, and the Vaad 

decreed that it become the standard in schools and 

yeshivas throughout the lands.

Which are the “lands”? During much of 

the sixteenth century there is variation in the enu­

meration of the constituents. Sometimes it is the 

Council of Three Lands (Poland, Lithuania, 

Belorussia), and sometimes the Council of Live 

Lands (Great Poland, Little Poland, Lithuania, 

Belorussia and Volhynia).

During this period of flux one can observe 

a certain eastward shift of rabbinic authority that 

continues, as noted in the previous chapter, the 

west-to-east history of Ashkenaz, starting in the 

Rhineland and heading for the Danube, and then 

for the Vistula, and in the northern (Lithuanian) 

sector, the Viliya, the Nyeman and the Dnieper.

Larly in the sixteenth century, the city whose 

name had the most “magic” for Jewish learning 

was perhaps Lublin; another candidate might be 

Cracow. By the end of the century, Brisk (Brest), 

Grodna and increasingly, Vilna, were the phonetic 

forms assumed for that same raritied feel.

In the general history of the mid and late 

sixteenth century in the region, the key event is 

the Union of Lublin of 1 569, which brought Po­

land and Lithuania into federation as a single 

state, albeit with formally distinct laws, armies, 

treasury and administration. One of the motiva­

tions was the desirability of a common front



against Muscovy. The Livonian War, launched by 

Russia’s Ivan IV in 1558 (over lands now in Latvia 

and Lstonia), dragged on for nearly a quarter of a 

century, and the ultimate Russian defeat was due 

in no small measure to Polish-Lithuanian unity 

(despite Poland’s having annexed Podlasie and 

Volhynia, which had previously belonged to the 

Grand Duchy of Lithuania).

In Jewish history this is a period of the so­

lidification of the consciousness of Lithuanian 

Jewry as a distinct entity in its own right. Refer­

ences to community leaders gathering for assem­

blies of Lithuanian Jewry as such arc referred to 

from 1533. The phrases “elected from all 

Lithuania” and “of all the communities in 

Lithuania” indicate a growing desire of the spiri­

tual leaders of Lithuanian Jewry to consider them­

selves and to be considered an entity apart.

Whether the Vaad is referred to as the 

council of three, of four or of five “Lands,” 

Lithuania was almost invariably counted as one of 

them starting in the early sixteenth century. And, 

given that the delegates from Lithuania had the 

same status as those from the other lands, the no­

tion of Lita or Medinoys Lito (States of Lithuania) 

the terms used throughout this period, were well 

established.

However, the rabbinic leaders of Lithuania 

decided to break away and have their own sepa­

rate council. Given the dramatic growth of Torah 

scholarship in Lithuania in that period, this gave 

the Litvaks, far fewer in number, an aura of equal­

ity to “all the other lands put together.” Lor much 

of the seventeenth and eighteenth century, the

configuration is of the “Council of the Lands” 

and — the “Council of Lithuania.”

In 1623, the Jewish leadership of Lithuania 

broke away from the Council of the Lands, and es­

tablished its own council, Vaad Medinas Lite (Coun­

cil of the Land of Lithuania), which also used a 

fuller name, Vaad hakehiloys horoshiyoys bimdmas Lite 

(“Council of the main communities of the Land of 

Lithuania”). It was sometimes referred to simply 

as Vaadhamdine (“Council of the Land”).

The name of the Polish (or “southern”) 

Vaad crystallized as Vaad arba arotses or Council of 

Lour Lands, the four lands being Great Poland 

(principal city: Posen), Little Poland (Cracow), 

Galicia (Lemberg) and Volhynia (Kremcnits or 

Ostrog).

Why did the Lithuanian Jews —  the 

Litvaks — break away and set up their own cen­

tral autonomous authority? There were no mod­

ern day social scientists studying these things then, 

but the very different Yiddish (and Hebrew and 

Aramaic) dialects were no doubt supplemented by 

ever more dif ferences in Jewish law and lore, as a 

detailed study of the rabbinic documents of the 

period reveals. And, as always in the history of 

breakaways, there are triggers and last straws that 

serve as the ostensible “excuse.”

Lor a long time, the “head tax” was as­

sessed upon individuals by the Jewish communi­

ties themselves. The government simply set the 

total amount for the community as a whole, and 

left it to the autonomous Jewish communities to 

collect the required sum. In 1613, Sigismund III 

ordered separate assessments for the Jews of
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Lithuania and of Poland. That, and the growth of 

Lithuanian Jewry in numbers, stature and schol­

arship, were contributory factors to the 

Lithuanian Jewish leadership’s view that Lita 

needed its own council. Beyond that (and maybe 

even crucially), there were a number of cases in 

pre-162 3 councils in which the Lithuanian del­

egates dissented from the majority. The progress 

of cultural history was clearly paving the way for a 

distinct Lithuanian Council as a function of an 

unwritten and more gradually evolving develop­

ment: the evolution of the Litvak as a member of a 

group that sees itself as distinct from the 

coreligionists “down south.”

The 1623 establishment of the separate 

Council of Lithuania had been presaged by the 

Lithuanian Jews’ custom of holding preliminary 

meetings among themselves in Brisk d’Lite (Brest 

Litovsk, now Brest, Belarus), where the plan for 

a breakaway was apparently hatched. Lithuanian 

Jewry always numbered far less than the Jews of 

Poland, although “cultural weight” (productivity 

disproportionate to numbers) has often obscured 

the figures. The figures are in both cases probably 

undercounts for many reasons. The census of 

1766 counted 157,520 Jews in Lithuania (using 

the then borders of the Grand Duchy within the 

Union, of course), and 454,625 in Poland.

The first congress of the newly conceived 

Vaad Lite, the Council of Lithuania, convened in 

Brisk on September 4th 1623. Its participants 

were the heads of the Jewish communities of 

three Lithuanian cities: Brisk, Grodna (Yiddish 

Harodne) and Pinsk. Some fifty smaller towns

were “attached” to them as satellite communities 

that were subject to the rulings of the “principal 

cities” in matters of Jewish law. They immediately 

issued about one hundred takones covering many 

aspects of Jewish life from the need for equitable 

tax collection to matters of law, religion, educa­

tion and social services. Thirty communities were 

allotted to Brisk, seven to Grodna, eight to Pinsk. 

The Council established a Jewish High Court and 

Jewish legislature, both of which survived for 

close to one hundred and forty years, until the pe­

riod immediately preceding the partitions of Po- 

land-Lithuania in the eighteenth century.

Prom its inception in 1623 until 1652, 

Brisk, Grodna and Pinsk remained the only “prin­

cipal cities” of the Council of Lithuania. In 1653 

the representatives of Vilna demanded the same 

status. It was granted on an incremental basis: that 

there would immediately be one community 

leader from Vilna as representative of a principal 

community; and after eight years — a second. It 

was only in 1670 that the Vilnaites acquired their 

third seat. In 1687 they demanded to have a con­

ference sojfer (scribe) and shames (servitor or as­

sistant) just like the other communities. The 

record book records the plea made at a meeting 

of the Council in Zabludov:

“Moreover today the leaders, princes, principals, 

benefactors and heads of the province from the sacred 

community of Vilna, mav God guard and redeem her, 

made their petition before us, as to why their force is 

diminished, insofar as they do not have in the assembly 

of the land a scribe and servitor as do the other chiefs of 

principal cities, for they are equal in every respect to all



the principal communities, and in our view their words 

are just and pleasant for a beautiful community such as 

they are, that is famous among the dispersions for great 

splendor, honor and magnificence. [.. .]  At the first 

meeting of the Vaad that will be held Please God 

straightaway following the Vaad of the present time, the 

month of Tamuz [5]447 [=  June/July 1687] they will 

have a scribe and servitor, and the choice of them will be 

for the princes of the sacred community of Vilna to 

choose [.. .]  equal in every respect to the scribe and 

servitor of the other heads of principal communities 

with absolutely no diminution. And after the first 

congress, mentioned above, at all congresses of the land 

that will be convened, forever, the sacred community of 

Vilna will have its own scribe and servitor without any 

doubt whatsoever [.. . ] Hereby enacted with full force 

bv Act of the Land and in good will

The last of the “principal cities” of Jewish 

Lithuania of the time, Slutsk (now in Belarus), 

was added in 1691. This was in effect a declara­

tion of rabbinic juridical independence of Slutsk 

from the authorities in Brisk. The proclamation 

includes the assertion: “All the heads of the lead­

ers of the four sacred principal cities [Brisk, 

Grodna, Pinsk, Vilna] are agreed, in full assembly 

of our country, may God watch over it and pre­

serve her, to give of their honor to the adornment, 

as befits them, in a garland of splendor, for the 

heads of the leaders and the princes of the sacred 

community of Slutsk, to be the Fifth Principal 

City in our Land of Lithuania, may God watch 

over and preserve her.” The modern observer will 

note the absence among the “principal cities” of 

any in Zamet, or western Lithuania, though there

is much about individual communities in the re­

gion and the region generally.

Many of the debates and the resulting rul­

ings of Vaad Lite concern the details of economic 

life and the inter-community politics of the day. 

These are of value to historians of the period, and 

have been studied extensively. For us, the ques­

tion is, what does the text of the surviving Pin kes, 

the Record Book of the Land of Lithuania, reveal 

about Lithuanian Jewish culture?

Following in the steps of the American so­

cial historian Abraham Cronbach (188 2— 1965), 

we find that much can be gleaned from the Pinkes 

about the internal, social, spiritual and cultural life 

of Lithuanian Jewry. It is a window into traditional 

Lithuanian Jewish society. When Lithuania’s Jew­

ish communities had a representative body com­

prising delegates from all corners of the land, and 

when they had the power to legislate regarding the 

uses of community funds, what did they decide to 

do with those funds in the seventeenth and eigh­

teenth centuries? And, completely apart from the 

expenditure of community funds are questions of 

everyday life. Where the Council of Lithuania 

could legislate on personal and community con­

duct, over and above the laws of the traditional 

Jewish legal code, and supplementary to the secu­

lar non-Jewish law of the land, what did they 

choose to do?

There are long lists of expensive garments 

and materials that are forbidden because they are 

ostentatious and designed to show off wealth. 

These laws are conceptually linked to various forms 

of aid to the poor. For example, communities are
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instructed to give dowries for poor brides consist­

ing of up to ten Lithuanian shok which can be 

added to, in various amounts, by relatives. To 

qualify there must be testimony that the candidate 

bride did not dress in expensive clothes to show 

herself off. Recipients are chosen by lot from 

among the oldest brides-to-be in each area. Those 

not chosen are to receive automatically a commu­

nity dowry the f ollowing year. Lach region has to 

report on the recipients and their qualifications. 

These “qualifications” include a number of de­

tails, among them, that the girls in question do not 

wear golden ornaments or silk dresses.

A certain interface between the issue of os­

tentatiousness and care for the poor can be seen in 

the following amendment about f amily celebrations 

of weddings, circumcisions, and so forth:

“And therefore let it be recorded in the Pinkcs of 

the Land to minimize when organizing celebrations as far 

as possible. We furthermore agree on the following [... ] 

that in everv praver quorum [comprising ten men] there 

must be two poor people” [§60 3, at Khomsk, 1667].

The Litvak of Yiddish folklore and of the 

collective memory of survivors today, is likewise 

a somewhat austere person who dresses simply 

and avoids any kind of showing off in clothing, 

jewelry, wealth or personal accessories. He or she 

stands in contrast to the well-dressed well- 

groomed southerner (Polish, Galician or Ukrai­

nian Jew) in Yiddish folklore.

But the major attribute of Lithuanian Jewish 

society is, in one word: learning. The universaliza­

tion of education runs through the pages of the Pinkes 

like the plot line of a novel. Some samples follow.

“And the heads of communities are obligated to 

observe and be vigilant that in the surrounding regions 

heads of veshiva are employed who will take in voung stu­

dents and children to the greatest extent possible. And 

now [1623] when there is a plague in Poland, thev shall see 

to send pupils to [our] small settlements even where there 

is no head of veshiva as long as there are householders who 

can teach them. And so shall it be when there is a war in the 

lands of Poland” [§46, at Brisk, 162 3].

“And the veshiva students must teach the 

elementary school pupils for free from the fifteenth of 

the month of Shvat [falls in Januarv/Februarv]until the 

first of Nisn [Nisan, falls in March/April], and from the 

fifteenth of Ov [Av, Julv/August] until the middle of Elul 

[August/September]. And the financial warden shall not 

pav out the scholarship until such time as thev have 

agreed to teach the elementary students. The financial 

warden shall ask the elementary students questions to 

test them on their learning” [§354, Lublin, 1639].

The same meeting decided that a portion 

of the funds given by a benefactor should go to 

“teach writing to children from poor families as 

stipulated in his will” [§401].

“There are some communities and small settle­

ments where there are rabbis who have the opportunity, 

but nevertheless do not keep veshivas [.. .]  We have 

therefore resolved: Everv community and settlement 

that has a head of a rabbinical court is obligated to keep 

a veshiva with its veshiva students and pupils, to provide 

them with a scholarship or to arrange for them to eat at 

the private homes even during the weekdays [... ] And 

the number of veshiva students and pupils in everv com­

munity and settlement shall be calculated as follows: for 

everv ten taxpaving heads of household listed in the re-



gister, the requirement shall be one yeshiva student and 

two pupils. And if in the eyes of the heads of the rabbini­

cal court, may God preserve and save it, it shall seem that 

any community or their regional smaller settlements are 

able to take more, they may add to the required number 

as they see fit. And likewise, any community or smaller 

settlement that has a rabbi, if there are fifty taxpayers or 

more listed in the register, they must support yeshiva 

students and pupils as noted above. [.. .] And if it shall 

seem in the eyes of the heads of the rabbinical court (may 

God watch over and save it), that any community or 

smaller settlement should take upon themselves a rabbi 

or teacher, they have the authority to compel them to do 

so. Moreover, the leaders of each community and settle­

ment which keeps yeshiva students and pupils as noted 

above are obligated to go further, and to acquire at their 

expense Gemoras [copies of single tractates of the Tal­

mud] and commentaries according to the number of stu­

dents; and they shall be vigilant as to how and what to 

achieve for the necessary sum for the needed acquisition 

of Gemoras. Moreover, every community that counts a 

quorum [of ten] householders is obligated to do more 

and ensure a permanent school teacher [.. .]  [§528, at 

Selts near Brisk, 1662].

“And every head of a rabbinical court together 

with the rabbi and teacher must monitor and pay atten­

tion to the surrounding regions and provinces, and to 

small as well as to larger communities [.. . ] to keep ye­

shiva students and elementary pupils [ .. .] ,  and where 

this is not within their capacity [.. .] they must at least 

maintain a studyhouse” [§590, Khomsk, 1667].

“And in a place where no rabbi is to be found, the 

word must be decreed upon that community that they 

should keep with them some scholar who is proficient in

Torah, and who has the attributes of Godfearingness, to 

study and to teach their children and to guide them in 

the right path” [§7 38, at Khomsk, 1679].

“To maintain yeshivas in all communities to dis­

seminate knowledge among the people of Israel, the 

head of the community shall keep not less than five 

householders and eight yeshiva students and five assis­

tants. And the head of the rabbinical court of the head of 

the community shall monitor the smaller settlements, 

where there is a head of a rabbinical court, that they shall 

maintain a yeshiva, according to his judgment” [§9 1 1, 

at Amdur (now Indura, Belarus), 1720].

Another enactment of the time character­

izes the period of the transition of Jewish 

Lithuania from a country which attracted top Tal­

mudic talents from abroad (through the sixteenth 

century) to one which produced them internally, 

thereby making for the rise of Lithuania as the 

world center of Talmudic scholarship. Scholars 

busy all day with pastoral, financial, and even edu­

cational administration cannot devote their lives 

to real scholarship. Hence the Council of 

Lithuania, in a law that goes a long way to explain­

ing “the endeavor that is highest in the eyes of the 

society in question,” legislated that:

“Those who study Torah, for whom the Torah is 

their life, shall not veer from the tent of study, and their 

tax obligation shall be one half, even when they study 

within the community [ . . . ]” [§743, at Khomsk, 1679].

This was expanded in many individual com­

munities, most famously Vilna, to include actual 

stipends for high level studies to free genuine schol­

ars from financial worries for life. One law passed 

by the Council orders “distribution from commu-



nity funds for poor people who study Torah” 

[§742,atKhomsk 1679].

The proceedings of the Council record 

many instances of the Last Will and Testament of 

wealthy individuals, where the power of attorney 

and probate fell to the Council, demonstrating 

again the high degree of autonomy As long as the 

Council paid the government the lump sum de­

manded for taxes, it could act as an autonomous 

legislature for the Jewish communities. Wills rep­

resented sudden and sometimes unexpected sums 

that needed to be disbursed in accordance with 

the deceased person’s wishes in the best way pos­

sible. It is remarkable how much wealth was not 

bequeathed to sons and daughters or even to ex­

tended families, but to the study of Torah.

One transcript that forms part of the Pinkes 

of the Council of Lithuania tells about the appear­

ance before the court of one Pinkhes (Pinehas) 

the son of the deceased Yeshayc (Isaiah), asking 

the court to bring order into the enactment of his 

late father’s will, including advice on how to in­

vest a principal of six thousand zehuvim (“golden 

ones” = Zloty), so that the income accruing may 

serve in perpetuity to fulfill his father’s stated 

purposes. These include: scholarships foryeshiva 

students and elementary school pupils according 

to highly sophisticated rules of distribution based 

on geographic distribution as well as a calculus 

that reckons with the student’s other sources of 

scholarship support; funds for community 

preachers for Sabbaths; funds for teaching poor 

pupils the art of writing, and more [§401, 

Lublin, 1636].

A benefaction by Nckhame bas Benyomin 

(Nechama daughter of Benjamin) of Horodne 

(Grodna) enables her to build a bismedresh 

(studyhouse). It is to be “a beautifully constructed 

building with two floors and a basement, with a 

firm foundation, to last forever” [§831, at 

Khomsk, 1691].

“Nekhame’s studyhouse” was a beloved 

place of study and prayer in Grodna right up to the 

Holocaust.

Gcrshon ben Yisokher-Ber of Vilna had 

made a loan of 2,2 2 5 gulden to the Community of 

Vilna, which his sons, after his death, transferred 

to the community to be invested in perpetuity, so 

that no future heir or beneficiary (their own prog­

eny!) could ever lay claim upon it. The annual in­

come is to go for educational purposes: appoint­

ment of an elementary school teacher who must 

take at least twelve poor orphans as students; the 

teacher is required to take these children from 

learning the alphabet to the completion of the 

Mishna, as well as language and correct writing. 

The fund also covers the work of a higher scholar 

who will every week examine the boys to ensure 

that the instructor is succeeding at his work 

[§835, at Khomsk, 1691].

The Pinkes provides other peeks and 

glances into the life of Lithuanian Jewry in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

“Each and every community shall cast its eve and 

its heart to investigate fully to ensure that there be no



card plaving or throwing of dice, or anv kind of gambling, 

so in the cities and so in the provinces; and whosoever 

transgresses the law of this amendment shall be punished 

immediatelv [... J with corporal punishment and mon- 

etarv punishment, to repel and to pursue [the culprit] 

up to excommunication. And may all Israel be pure!” 

[§5 1, at Brisk, 162 3]

Well, on the one hand, the law represents a 

total repugnance for all forms of gambling. On the 

other, where a law is written against something, it 

usually means that that something occurred in the 

society in question to elicit it. It may be fair to say 

that card playing, gambling, and dice throwing 

had to occur for such a harsh measure to be 

passed. These activities were associated with 

criminal leanings rather than just entertainment. 

In more recent Yiddish folklore, the antipathy of 

the Litvak establishment to card playing stands in 

contrast to the image of the Polish Jew for whom 

a game of cards is not particularly awful. Yitskhok 

(Isaac) Rivkind (1895— 1968) published a major 

work in 1946 on the cultural history of rabbinic 

efforts to ban gambling over the centuries, con­

centrating on the earlier centuries of western 

Ashkenaz. He demonstrated that the issue was one 

with deep roots in Ashkenazic history.

Philologists have much to learn from the 

language of the Pinkes. Its charming chancery 

Ashkenazic Hebrew is laced with Aramaic expres­

sions from the Talmud for legal concepts, and items 

from everyday realia in Lithuanian Yiddish. In the 

terminology of money, there is the zhuv-Poyln (Pol­

ish Zloty) and shok-Lite (Lithuanian shok =  60 

grosh). There are novel Yiddish-Hebraic creations

such as for the concept of unforeseen expenses 

which are called noldes (noyldoys, literally “new­

born ones”). The word shrayber which means 

“writer” in modern Yiddish, is used in the sense of 

“bureaucrat” or someone who writes documents 

for the customs authorities. A creative writer of 

rabbinic treatises is referred to by the Hebrew-de­

rived term mekhaber (literally “compiler”).

Lor general historians there is material 

about the nature of the border between Lithuania 

and Poland in the years before and after the Union 

of Lublin of 1569. There are complex rulings 

which are meant to satisfy the requirements of the 

authorities on both sides without inhibiting con­

tacts or travel.

Although it is important not to anachronize 

by seeing only good in the Councils in terms of 

modern standards, it is also important to place the 

period of the Councils in the historical context of 

all that came before and after. The “basic deal” of 

honest taxation and loyalty to the state in return 

for autonomy and protection is one that lies at the 

heart of what came to be called autonomy and the 

rights of minorities centuries later.

The grand experiment, in both Poland and 

Lithuania, came to an end in the 1760s. The last 

entry is the takone no. 1030, which ends with the 

words:

“All of the above [referring to the final assemblv] 

went out from the leaders, the rabbis, the great scholars 

and the famous, heads of the rabbinical courts and of the 

veshivas of the principal cities of our land, mav God watch 

over and preserve her, who sit on the chair of judgment at 

this sacred Vaad of a great land. Monday, 1 1 Tamuz [5] 52 1



[ = 1 3  July 1761] here in the sacred community ofSlutsk, 

may God watch over and save her. The word of

Avrohom of the House of Katzenelenbovgin of 

Brisk d’Lite

Moyshe-Yeshue ha-Leyvi Horovits of Horodne

Yisroel-Isserl of Pinsk

Shmuel of Vilna

Yisokher, called Ber, of Slutsk

And with these words, the great Record 

Book of the Council of Lithuania came to its close, 

though the council functioned for a brief time 

thereafter, and many of its institutions continued 

to do their work on a regional basis, albeit with­

out a central Lithuania-wide authority.

The ostensible reason for the demise of the 

council was the switchover in 1762 of both

Lithuania and Poland, from a lump-sum tax on the 

entire Jewish community to a system of individual 

taxation of all citizens. The government no longer 

needed the councils, and communal power could 

now only be local at best. Of course, the change 

struck at the heart of collective Jewish autonomy.

Historians see here one of the portents of 

the decline of an empire. The Lithuanian-Polish 

commonwealth was about to be swallowed up by 

the “Partitions of Poland” of 1772, 1793 and 

1795. It was not only a Jewish “golden age” that 

was coming to an end. While Polish Jewry was 

destined to be divided up between the Russian and 

Austro-Hungarian Empires, the Litvaks were all 

to become part of the Pale of Settlement in the 

Russian Empire. And that is another chapter in the 

history of Lithuanian Jewry.



The Gaon of Vilna

In the later 1700s, the continuing rise in the stat­

ure of Lita, and particularly of Vilna, in the eyes of 

traditional Jewish scholars internationally, 

reached a pinnacle. The growing concentration of 

scholars and new works was crowned by one 

scholar of extraordinary talent and strength of 

personality (though in no way a charismatic, 

warm leader of his people). He was of course 

Eyliohu ben Shloyme-Zalmen (Elijah the son of 

Solomon Zalman), best known as: the Gaon of 

Vilna or the Vilna Gaon (a popular English con­

struction taken from the Yiddish — der Vilner 

goen). He was born around 1720 and died in 1797.

For generations, his ancestors had been 

rooted in Vilna but not there alone. Some had 

hailed from, or lived in other European towns and 

cities, in Lithuania and outside it. The travels and 

relocations were the result of one of three factors. 

The two happy ones include travel for marriage 

and for study with great sages at great yeshivas (or 

both). The unhappy cause was flight from war, 

persecution and civil disorder. The accompany­

ing oudine genealogy and map (p. 87) are intended 

to summarize the major known episodes in the

Gaon’s genealogy. Most startling is the story of his 

ancestor, the sharp Talmudic scholar Moyshe 

Rivkes of Vilna, who lived from around 1590 to 

1671. Rivkes fled Vilna in 1655, during the Rus- 

sian-Polish war, and made his way to Amsterdam 

where his Talmudic learning dazzled the well-to- 

do Jewish community there. He was commis­

sioned to proofread Joseph Karo’s Shulkhon orukh 

for a new edition (see p. 68). He also added com­

ments which taken together amount to a new 

commentary. It turned out to be a precursor of the 

work of his descendant to be, the Gaon. He ana­

lyzed texts for their true meaning and proposed 

emendations where he found the text faulty. After 

completing his contract in Amsterdam, he re­

turned to his beloved Vilna a wealthy man, and left 

a trust fund for such of his descendants who would 

excel at Torah studies, to enable them to devote 

their lives to scholarship and not worry about 

making a living. It was that stipend that enabled 

Eyliohu to spend his life immersed in learning.

The Gaon was acknowledged by masters of 

Talmudic learning to be the sharpest rabbinic 

mind for a thousand years (or more). Moreover, a
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f ew of his own traits of character came to symbol­

ize, at least in folklore, the anecdotal traits of the 

Litvak. But his “personal extremism” was all in 

the cause of devoting himself to study and shun­

ning the time-wasters and temptations that ac­

count for so much of our lives. The absolute love 

of learning, even if it could be emulated only a little 

bit by everyday people, helped make the words 

Vi'lne and Lite among the most intimate and beau­

tiful in the Yiddish language.

In faraway towns deep in Poland, parents 

would tell their children, in Polish Yiddish: Vilno, 

‘esti zaan a guen! (“If you only want it badly 

enough, you will become a Gaon,” a play on the 

near homonymy of “If you only want to” and the 

word for “Vilna” in this dialect of Yiddish). The 

word gaon had in the late first millennium meant 

“the official head of Babylonian Jewry” but in 

Ashkenaz, the goen came to mean, plain and 

simple, the leading Talmudic scholar of a genera­

tion. Used on its own with just the definite article, 

the meaning ol der goen is quite unmistakable in 

Yiddish of recent centuries. It can mean only 

Lyliohu of Vilna.

But the purpose of this chapter is not to re­

peat the usual biography. There are many encyclo­

pedia articles and books (for a first listing, see the 

bibliography at the end of this volume). Following 

a summary of his life and work, extended quota­

tions will be brought, in translation, from the one 

“intimate” document he is ever known to have 

written. It is an extensive letter to his family, writ­

ten at a most human of moments, when a person is 

unsure of ever seeing loved ones again. This will be

f ollowed by an unabridged translation of the piece 

written by his two sons after their father’s death. It 

turns out that these two genuine documents from 

the period are in many respects far from the 

hagiographic treatments that have been piled on in 

later times. Together they (and some other extant 

pieces) paint, with sharp strokes, a human picture 

of a very real person, who happens not to be the clas­

sical hero or even rabbinic leader in any usual sense 

of term.

It may come as a surprise that some of the 

most elementary details of the biography of the best 

known Litvak of all time are in dispute, all the more 

so in a society so given to writing, reading, study­

ing in all its three languages! But this is just another 

intriguing cultural difference between traditional 

Last Luropean Jewry and modern western (and 

modern Jewish) culture. The genre “biography” 

was not part of traditional Ashkenazic culture. Lat­

ter day construction of the life of a beloved person­

ality was in a sense meant to be based on a charm­

ingly woven tapestry of facts, legends and praise, 

with lessons and morals for us simple folk all along 

the way. Reconstruction is rendered even more dif­

ficult by the f ailure of most great rabbinic scholars 

to record the basic details of their lives. For one 

thing, birthday celebrations (of oneself, one’s 

spouse or children) did not figure in this culture; it 

was typical in a family to remember a birthday in 

ref erence to the cycle of Jewish holidays, for ex­

ample “So and so was born between Peysakh (Pass- 

over) and Shvues (Pentecost)” and the like. More­

over, a scholar would write as little as possible 

(often zero) about his own life. “My trials and
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tribulations” yarns would have been a shocking 

violation of the modesty and humility that are re­

quired of every true scholar in the eyes of this 

culture. It was also considered uniquely irrel­

evant: the scholar was debating in his lifework 

with the commentaries of Talmudic scholars of hun­

dreds of years before and after, not primarily with 

individuals of his time. That scholars were often 

given acronymic names taken from the titles of 

their books is one component of this scene. A 

modern yeshiva student groping “with a difficult 

Taz” is struggling with a text called Taz, not with 

the individual who wrote it and was given this 

epithet based on his work (seep. 66). It is as if the 

name of the book that became the name of the man 

afterwards became the name not of the book but 

of the text, in this case as many, of a certain col­

umn called Taz in the printed editions of the vari­

ous works where it is included.

Within this culture then, it is not too diffi­

cult to understand why there is no reliable biogra­

phy of the Gaon.

He was born on Passover 1720. Or, ac­

cording to others, in 1722. He was born in his 

mother’s town Selts (Selits) near Brisk (now 

Brest, Belarus). Then again, he may have been 

born in Vilna itself. Right up to the war, the “regu­

lars” in the Vilna Sh ul-heyf would show visitors the 

exact dwelling in a nearby yard where he was said 

to have come into this world.

As a very young boy he showed two kinds 

of brilliance, hirst, phenomenal memory for many 

pages of Talmud and the ability to conjure up an 

exact text for a specif ic argument and to demon­

strate its relevance. And second, profound under­

standing of the deepest logical levels of texts. His 

family agreed with the visiting rabbi of Keydan 

(now Kedainiai, Lithuania) that this boy should 

spend some years studying with a brilliantly origi­

nal scholar there, Moyshe Margolis (Margalioth). 

Margolis was then one of the top scholars in Lita 

and became a specialist in the long neglected 

Jerusalem Talmud (see p. 32). His commentary 

often includes close textual comparisons between 

the two Talmuds, as well as daring proposed 

emendations of printed versions that had become 

faulty. Margolis also believed in the need to study 

natural sciences. Around the age of seventy he 

went to study botany at the University of Frank­

fort on the Oder (to better come to grips with the 

Jerusalem Talmud’s tractate on the agriculture of 

ancient Israel). He had a profound influence on 

the life’s work of the boy who was sent to study 

with him. Lyliohu was also betrothed in Keydan 

to one Khane (Ghana), daughter of a well to do 

man (legend says he suffered huge losses between 

his daughter’s engagement and marriage, as God 

was testing the character of Lyliohu, who would not 

break his word). He was married to her when he 

was about eighteen.

At some point after marriage and return to 

Vilna, he followed an old tradition of ascetic 

scholars: to go into exile. He wandered incognito 

through Poland, Ukraine and Germany, visiting 

many Jewish communities.

The Gaon had a number of children, but 

the experts have come to different conclusions on 

that too, ranging from one daughter and two sons



to five daughters and three sons. Chaim Freed­

man, master genealogist of Gaonia (as the field is 

sometimes called nowadays) accepts the evidence 

for eight: a daughter (name unknown!), born 

around 1741; daughter Khiyene, born around 

1748; Peshe-Basye (around 1750); a daughter 

(name unknown!), born around 1752; sons 

Shloyme-Zalmen (born 1758), Yehude-Leyb 

(1764), Avrohom (around 1765), and daughter 

Toybe (around 1768). After the death of his first 

wife, Khane of Keydan, in 1782, he married a 

widow, Gitl of Krozh (now Kraziai, Lithuania).

As a young man, his fame spread swiftly. 

Rabbis twice his age appealed to him for answers 

to conundrums that stumped them. In one famous 

case, a dispute raging in Germany was sent to him 

for resolution. The leading Talmudist and 

Kabbalist, Jonathan Lybeshutz (± 1690— 1764), 

rabbi of the “three communities” (Altona, Ham­

burg, Wansbek) was accused of secret adherence 

to the messianic sect of Sabbateans. Lybeshutz 

wrote to Lyliohu in Vilna in 1756 to ask him to 

analyze the documents which his arch enemy, 

Jacob Lmden (1697— 1776) had offered as evi­

dence, and to proclaim him innocent. The Gaon, 

in his polite reply, refused to get involved, asking 

“Who ami?”

That same aloofness saved Lyliohu from 

involvement in a long running dispute in Vilna it­

self about who would be chief rabbi (the result of 

the dispute being that the community decided that 

never again would Vilna have a chief rabbi, but 

that is another story). Keeping out of conflict and 

even routine communal affairs enabled the Gaon

to devote so much of his life to research and schol­

arship. His distance from his own family, as we 

shall see from his sons’ memoir, takes matters to 

an extreme that nobody ever recommended as a 

role model for anyone. Nevertheless, a certain 

personal distance in general came to be one of the 

folkloristic attributes of the Litvak. Others include 

stubbornness, an intolerance for wanton innova­

tion, an obsession to get to the bottom of every 

mystery confronted, a dislike of crowds and com­

motions and overt emotional outpourings, and an 

all consuming passion for simplicity oflifestyle, 

honesty in daily life and above all: learning, learn­

ing and more learning, a nonstop lifelong endeavor 

to study. All of these personified the Gaon, and his 

people who tried as much as they could to follow 

him, the Litvaks —  Lithuanian Jewry.

Not only did Lyliohu not accept any of the 

many rabbinic posts offered him. He did not even 

teach in a local yeshiva, much less set up his own. 

After the age of forty, he assembled a small circle 

of top scholars “and learned with them” as the 

Yiddish construction would have it (and which 

has made its way now into the Lnglish of today’s 

orthodox Jewry). Some of these pupils took the 

notes from which a number of his commentaries 

were later published. A well-to-do relation, 

Yeshaye Peseles, purchased land next door to 

Lyliohu’s home, and built a studyhouse on the lot 

in 1768. It became known as dem Goens kloyz (“the 

Gaon’s little studyhouse”). After his death, and right 

up until the war, Torah was studied there twenty-four 

hours a day in different shifts by scholars who would 

drop everything to be counted among dem Goens
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prushim (“The Gaon’s scholars who separated them­

selves from everything to study constantly”; see p. 

117). For many Jews, it was considered, second only 

to Jerusalem, to be the most sacred Jewish spot on 

God’s earth.

During all those years on Yidishegas (“Jew­

ish Street,” now Zydqgatve in Vilnius), Hyliohu 

created some seventy works, none of which was 

published in his lifetime. The word “created” is 

used here because “wrote” (or “compiled”) does 

not always fit the bill. In some cases a rabbinic 

work consists of comments written in the margins 

of a book which are then published in a separate 

publication or included in some future edition of 

the primary work. A number of the Gaon’s pub­

lished works consist of the notes made by the 

small circle of pupils from his sessions over the 

years in his kloyz. He thus authored them without 

necessarily writing them.

In the case of his commentary on the Tal­

mud, the style is laconic in the extreme. On many 

a page the Gaon’s few words “change everything” 

in the study of the page (see facsimile on p. 112).

Some fifty of his works have been pub­

lished so far, and a new project to publish all ex­

tant works in a hundred or so volumes is well un­

derway (seep. 108).

The Gaon did however complete the manu­

scripts of many books during his lifetime. These in­

clude commentaries to nearly all the Hebrew Bible, 

and on many works of the Mishnaic period 

(Mishna, Braita, Tosefta, Midrash). He completed 

a number of weighty tomes on Kabbalah. It contin­

ues to mystify many that this proponent of rational­

ism in Talmudic studies should also be so creative 

in the decidedly non-logical realm of Jewish mysti­

cism. But this same genius also completed books at 

the opposite end of the continuum, on Hebrew 

grammar, trigonometry, astronomy, calendrics, and 

one work of notes on a variety of subjects. Accord­

ing to his follower Boruch of Shklov (see p. 2 16), 

the Gaon told him in 1778 that for every failing in 

the general sciences, a scholar will have a hundred­

fold failing in Torah studies.

The Gaon of Vilna’s scholarship was based 

on a synthesis of traditional absolute belief in the 

sanctity of the Torah (including the notion that it 

contains many mysteries to occupy learned minds 

tor eternity), and a modern analytic mind that un­

derstood that all subsequent texts (including the 

many editions of the Talmud and the vast rabbinic 

literature) were subject to being copied or pub­

lished with errors. He invented for Judaic texts 

what is today called textual reconstruction. Where 

many previous rabbis (especially the Polish school 

of pilpulists) had constructed elaborate castles in 

the air to account for incomprehensible passages 

and contradictions, the Gaon used philological 

principles to get to the simple meaning of the 

original text. With his phenomenal memory, he 

was able to draw upon parallel or similar texts 

elsewhere in rabbinic literature, and was often 

able to reconstruct a correct original that solves 

the problem. To sum it up anachronistically: even 

if the Torah is wholly untouchable from the tex­

tual point of view, there is still one whole lot left 

for the human intellect to take on; and in Torah 

interpretation per se, there is a way of logic within



the belief system that contrasts with the metho­

dology of hocus pocus.

Lyliohu the Gaon of Vilna is known to have 

written only one down-to-earth document for 

“everyday people” and even that was not for the 

public of everyday people. It was the letter he 

wrote (possibly from Konigsbcrg) to his wife and 

his mother (and more generally his family) while 

on a long, lonely journey to the Land of Israel. He 

never made it, and returned to Vilna for reasons 

unknown (in spite of the various apocryphal 

causes propounded to this day). The letter itself 

was published long after his death (Minsk 1836 

and other editions).

Written in simple Hebrew (and laced with 

quotations from the Bible and other sacred texts), 

it begins with the words:

“I would like to ask of vou not to be sad at all, as

vou promised me truly, and also not to worry, as my 

mother (may she live) promised me. In anv case, what is 

there to worry about? After all, people go on trips and 

leave their wives for some years for money, and wander 

about without anything, and I, thank God, am traveling 

to the Holy Land, which everyone yearns to see [.. .] and 

I travel in tranquility, thank God. And, as vou know, I 

have left mv children, for whom mv heart yearns, and all

mv precious books. I really have left everything behind.” 

Perhaps because he intended it only as a 

“living will” for his immediate family, there arc 

kinds of personal comments that lend him a hu­

manity not evident from his massive scholarly

output. He begs his mother and wife to get along.

“I also want to ask my wife to honor mv mother, 

as it is written in the Torah, and especially regarding a 

widow. Causing her pain even with some small thing is a 

grave sin. And also of mv mother, I ask that there be peace 

among vou, and that each of vou will make the other 

happy with good words.”

There are a number of instructions for ev­

eryday life. Among them: his demand that his fam­

ily always give one fifth of their income to poor 

people (rather than the usual tenth); that his chil­

dren be educated strictly, even with corporal pun­

ishment when necessary; that a private teacher be

but that they be taught Torah in a relaxed atmo­

sphere, with rewards for success. Lor many it may 

come as a surprise that Lyliohu, whose own schol­

arly works are all in difficult Hebrew or Aramaic, 

stressed to his own family the need for books on 

ethics and morality (Muser literature) in Yiddish, 

the vernacular. He asks the family to read the Yid­

dish Muser books in his library

“all the time, and even more so on the holiest of holies, 

the Sabbath; they should not spend time with books 

other than these Muser books.”

But elsewhere in the letter he commends 

another Yiddish book even over these:

“And among mv books there is a copy of Proverbs 

with Yiddish translation. For God’s sake, read it every 

day. It is better even than all the Muser books! And also 

the book of Ecclesiastes [ . . . ] .”

One thread that runs through much of the 

text is the prohibition against talking ill of others 

(gossip and slander). Lor the Gaon, this greatest



of evils cannot be overcome unless one adopts a 

lifestyle of speaking as little as possible altogether!

“The main thing, you must not speak about a 

person to praise them, and all the more so must you not 

speak to insult someone.”

He condemns small talk, trivia, and non­

sense, stressing that what comes out of one’s mouth 

reverberates lor eternity and cannot be taken back. 

He quotes an ancient text to the effect that “treating 

people with respect is more important than Torah,” 

quite a statement coming from a man who fought the 

battles of Torah learning as the main cause of his life.

He warns his family of the evils of jealousy. 

Taking into account both the temptation to be 

jealous of others who are better off and the risk of 

speaking badly of others, he commands a life of 

considerable isolation from other people.

“And everything you need to buy, do it by messen­

ger, even if it is two or three times more expensive.”

Even more of a shock is his warning against 

going out the front door, and — the dangers of 

synagogue attendance!

“And the most important protection is solitude, 

not to go outside, God forbid, from the door of your 

house. And even in the prayerhouse, stay very briefly and 

leave. And it is better to pray at home, because in the 

prayerhouse it is impossible to be spared from jealousy 

and from listening to small talk and gossip.”

All in all, the Gaon’s recipe for a good life 

is one that is, as far as possible, away from people:

“I warn you therefore, to get used to spending as 

much ofyour time as possible alone, because the sin of 

the tongue is worse than all of them.”

A careful reading of the Gaon’s letter to his

family reveals that the twin dangers — first, of 

falling into a “sin of speech” (gossip, small talk and 

so forth) and second, into envy of others — are 

not all that lie behind his exhortations to stay away 

from people. The letter contains a fairly explicit 

debunking of what the American Declaration of 

Independence, following British philosopher 

John Locke, calls “the pursuit of happiness,” with 

a heavy dose of quotations from one of the saddest 

books in the Bible.

“ ‘And happiness: what does it accomplish?’ 

[Ecclesiastes 2: 2.] For tomorrow you will cry just as 

today you laughed! Don’t lust after imaginary glory. It is 

worthless! Time is a traitor! It is like a set of scales, lift­

ing the light and lowering the weighty. The way of hu­

manity can be compared to drinking salt water. You think 

you are quenching your thirst but you are making it 

worse. People do not die with even half their passions 

having been fulfilled. ‘What profit has man for all his la­

bor?’ [Ecclesiastes 1:3]. Think of the earlier people, all 

those who came before us, that all ‘their love as well as 

their hate and their envy, it is all long ago perished’ 

[Ecclesiastes 9:6], and they are being judged severely for 

it! So what does a person need pleasure for? His end is to 

become dust, maggots, and worms.”

The Gaon’s thoughts on parents and chil­

dren are also stark.

“And there is no advantage to having sons 

and daughters except in their Torah and in their 

good deeds.” He warns against leaving one’s 

wealth to one’s children:

“Don’t tell yourself ‘I will leave it for my 

children’ because who will tell you about it in the grave? 

‘People are like the grasses of the field, some blossom and



some wither away’ [Babylonian Talmud, Eyruvin 54a]. 

Everybody is born with his luck and under the 

watchfulness of God, blessed be He.”

There seems to be just one topic on which 

Eyliohu turns warm, fatherly and loving: generos­

ity to children to encourage them to excel at Torah.

“I have left them books. And for God’s sake, show 

them the right path with goodness and pleasantness. And 

look after their health and food all the time, so that they 

shouldn’t lack anything, and see that they should first study 

the Khumesh [Pentateuch], that they should know it almost by 

heart. And don’t do it with pressure, but gently, for what one 

has studied can be absorbed only with contemplation and 

pleasantness, so be generous with giving them pennies and 

the like. And put your mind to this, because all the rest is 

worthless.”

So there we have it: a guide for a life that is 

so intense, it could almost have been written as a 

satire by an anti-Litvak (see the next chapter). But 

it must be remembered that extremes such as not 

leaving one’s home never became traditions of 

even the smallest minority of Litvaks.

Nevertheless, like all stereotypes, there is 

some folkloristic and anthropological truth. 

Throughout Yiddish folklore and literature, the 

Litvak is portrayed as less given to festivity and 

hurrahization of life. He or she is quieter and less 

talkative (“less friendly and warm” in some south­

ern anti-Litvak renditions) than the rest of Eastern 

European Jewry, and he or she is in love with — 

learning. In this sense, the Gaon’s “exaggerated” 

traits have more than something to say about the 

character of traditional Lithuanian Jewry.

Most of the biographies of the Gaon of 

Vilna are, quite naturally, based upon earlier biog­

raphies, and those earlier biographies drew al­

most entirely from one source: the piece about the 

Gaon written by his sons Yehude-Leyb and Avrom, 

which fills about one side of one huge folio page 

of the introductory material to standard editions 

of the Oyrakh Khayim (Orah Hayyim), one of the 

four sections of the Shulkhon orukh (Shulhan 

Aruch) code of law.

Taken as the words of sons about their fa­

ther, and given the amount of information and 

opinion that are concentrated in the text, it seems 

best to simply present, perhaps for the first time, 

the entire text in English translation.

This translation attempts to preserve the 

style and spirit of the original, which itself has 

much to say about Lithuanian Jewish culture. It is 

written in a classic East European rabbinic He­

brew that fuses the everyday vocabulary of the 

Talmudic scholar with numerous quotations from 

sacred texts, mostly the Bible, but also the 

Mishna, Talmud and the prayerbook. These quo­

tations are part of a stylistic mosaic where they 

take on a new life in the context of the piece where 

they appear. Most frequently they simply provide 

the writer with “vocabulary by association” giv­

ing the text a quasi-Biblical flavor; much of the 

time, it is only the phraseology rather than the 

Biblical passage that is being invoked. Then there 

are entire Biblical passages, most often at the end 

of a paragraph or section as a sort of rhetorical 

flourish that would delight an audience if per­

formed by a traditional magid or preacher who



triumphantly concludes an original monologue 

with a Biblical passage that sums it up or provides 

the moral of the story.

Many (certainly not all) of the references to 

the texts cited arc provided in square brackets 

(even where the quote is not exact but its phras­

ing derives from a certain classical passage). The 

traditional title used for any respected person in 

traditional texts is the letter reysh (r) with an ab­

breviation sign which is rendered Reb by 

Ashkenazim. The division into paragraphs and 

sentences does not follow the original.

Introduction
to the com m entary of the Gaon  
of Vilna on the Shulkhon orukh

bv the outstanding rabbi, of extraordinary recall and 

breadth of knowledge, wise and whole, honored bv the 

I louse of Israel, our teacher the rabbi, Reb Avrohom 

mav his light go forward; and his brother, the phenom­

enal in Torah and Godfearingness, wise and understand­

ing, his honor our teacher the rabbi, Reb Yehude-Leyb, 

sons of the true Gaon, pious one of God, our teacher 

Rabbi Eyliohu (the memory of a virtuous person is a 

blessing for life in the world to come) ofVilna, his soul 

now in paradise.

With what shall I bow mvself and with what shall 

I come before you? [Micah 6: 6]. For all that He has given 

us as is the wav of His mercv upon the flock of His hand 

and the people of His pasture [Psalms 95: 7], and for

them His desire, from the day of their origin unto this 

very day, He did not budge from his affection, pursuing 

love, as is the wav of the good hand of our God.

One generation passes away and another comes 

around [Ecclesiastes 1:4]. But the people of Israel stand 

on the hill of Torah, through changes of guard as in bat­

talions of warriors. And so the sun rises and the sun sets 

[Ecclesiastes 1: 5J. Before the sun had set upon this righ­

teous person to die with love of God, the sun of another 

righteous person shone upon a great land [Genesis 

Rabbo, Noah, 2].

Mv father saw, O he saw how great the neglect 

had been [Isaiah 6:12] for a very long time, to the point 

where a father could not make known to his sons the 

truth [Isaiah 58: 19] of the Torah because of all the 

troubles and all the grief. For the days of the Exile from 

the time of the destruction of our Temple have been very 

long for us. And our strength has diminished. And our 

hearts have felt deserted. Our hands have become weak 

and our eves dim. And our ears made hard of hearing. And 

our tongue silenced. And most of our words were taken, 

and the sources of our wisdom blocked. And speculations 

became flawed, conflict grew, and interpretations mul­

tiplied. And there has not remained a legal judgment 

handed down that does not show a whole array of misun­

derstandings.

But the creator of light [ Isaiah 45:7] in 11 is good­

ness constantly renews the act of Genesis [from the 

praverbook, Yoytscr]. I Ie has set the lights of the righteous 

to coincide with the time of the darkness of the Exile 

[praverbook, Yoytscr for Sabbath]. He prepared and 

brought into being [praverbook, Yoytscr \ the splendor of 

authors who give light like the light of the I leavens [Daniel 

12: 51. Not all of us have been worthy of their light, and we



fumbled like the blind at middav [cf. Isaiah 59: 10]. Be­ raise the work of the Torah. He shall reveal deep myster­

hold their valiant ones [crv out in public, Isaiah 3 3]: ‘The ies [Job 12: 22]. He shall satisfv the yearning of the soul

hearts of the Earlv Masters were as the door to the great [Psalms 107: 9], even in distant islands. His sanctity and

chamber of the Temple in Jerusalem [Talmud Eyruvin his separation [from the world at large] went forth, in­

5 3a], and we are orphans of orphans [Talmud Kesuboys creased, and yvas enhanced from the dav of his birth. He

106a] whose voice goes unheard.’ studied with a teacher onlv until the age of six. And from

The ancients all stood at the heights of the world then —  God’s voice crieth unto the citv [Micah 6:9], for

[praverbook], mouths that spoke great things [Daniel 7: the ears of select people of understanding.

20], and in the war of the Torah [Talmud Sanhedrin Thev looked upon the bov yvith intense eyes. A

111b], thev did battle together proclaiming the voice of lantern of Light! [Babylonian Talmud, Ksubovs 17a;

the King of the World [praverbook, Yojtscr]. We however Sanhedrin 14a]. His mouth comes out yvith gems in the

have no mouth and no tongue. And the light of their To­ company of old sages [Psalms 107: 32]. His lips are as

rah studv does not illuminate our eves in the darkness. roses [Song of Songs 5: 1 3]. A voice that distinguishes

Eor our sins have covered our faces, and hide from us the the finest nuances.

light of our Torah. For all our davs people turned to the When he yvas six and a half vears old, he gave a

Torah not for its own sake [Mishna, Savings of the Fa­ learned analysis in the Great Synagogue of Vilna on a fine

thers, 6: 1 ], and thev have wasted our vears in the futilitv nuance of Torah that his father had taught him. And at the

of sin [Psalms 90: 9]. third meal of that Sabbath his father took him before the

Nevertheless, God left us just one [Isaiah 1:9] great rabbinic scholar, Rabbi Heshil (the memory of a vir­

thing in His world: the four cubits of studying the Torah tuous person is a blessing for life in the yvorld to come),

[Talmud Brokhovs 8a]; that is the portion of the Holv head of the rabbinic court of the sacred community of

One Blessed be He, that would be His glorv and His Vilna, and the rabbi Reb Heshil said to the great scholars

splendor [Daniel 4: 3 3]. seated in front of him: Is there anyone as yvise and full of

His light appeared in the year 482 of the Sixth understanding [Genesis 4 1: 39] as this little bov? They

Millennium [ =  1722]. It was the first dav of Passover. replied yvith the yvords: ‘This is not a real miracle, just a

We heard a voice of jov and deliverance in the tents of sign of his good memory of things. So his father taught him

that righteous man [Psalms 118: 1 5] in the world, the and showed it to him and repeated it to him, once, twice

great and famous rabbinic master, mv grandfather our and three times, until he learned it through and through.’

teacher Shlovme-Zalmen of the sacred community of Whereupon the rabbi Reb Heshil ansyvered: ‘Yes,

Selts [now Selits, Belarus], a citv full of wise people and but still, I feel somehow certain in mv heart about this

scribes, near the sacred citv Brisk d’Lite [Brisk of bov and his achievement, that he yvould be able to say-

Eithuania =  Brest Litovsk, now Brest, Belarus]. similar things from his oyvn mind. I yvill give him one hour

The skies sent out a sound [Psalms 77: 17]: Be­ to prepare something, and vou yvill see something incre­

hold a son is given to him [cf. I Kings 1 3: 2]. He shall dible!”



And he was left alone to prepare for about an hour. 

And he came up with many additional sharp challenges, 

and then he refuted them, each in a different style! As they 

listened, thev marveled [Psalms 48: 5]. Everybody wanted 

to kiss him and hug him. After thev heard it all, they said 

that there is nobody who is as wise and full of understand­

ing as he [Genesis41: 39].

By the time he was nine years old, he had mastered 

Bible, Mishna and Gemora. And he was very skillful 

[Deuteronomy 33: 7] with the views of all that is said 

there. All the expositions of the Agodah [Aggadah] also 

blossomed up in him after that.

A vision from within aroused him, saying: ‘Who 

doesn’t have curiosity for the Secrets, hidden from everybody, 

which are to be found in the book The Tree of Life? [compiled 

teachings of the kabbalist Isaac Luria of Safad (1534—  

1572)]. Even though thev are sealed from the eyes of all liv­

ing, God will show vou! Likewise in the things that are ex­

ceedingly difficult in the Shas [Talmud], the Codifiers and the 

Responsa, and the commentators, both the earlier and later 

ones. That knowledge from your understanding will make vou 

happy. You worked to find something and did not find it? Do 

not believe your heart!’ [Talmud Megillo 6: 2].

Immediately, he succeeded to study the books of 

the revealed matters and the esoteric matters, and he stud­

ied all the works of the Tree of Life in half a vear. This was 

only through the grace of God. Who could then collect a 

spirit [Proverbs 30: 4] of wisdom and perception to re­

count all his praises?

And when he turned thirteen years and one day 

[the male age of majority], he accepted the responsibili­

ties of his special status as a righteous one, and his sepa­

ration from the w orld at large, as the lofty horns of the 

wild-ox [Numbers 2 3: 22; 24: 8].

From that day onward until the dav of his death 

he did not look outside his own four cubits. And he en­

deavored to not enjoy the pleasures of this w orld. He 

ate little: lean bread, to a measure of two olives, dunked 

into water. And he ate them evening and morning. But 

he did not allow his palate to taste them, but swallowed 

them whole. His being was imbued with love of God. 

He made the Torah and the w ork of God into a canopv 

for himself. He made his nights to be as his davs, to re­

veal the Word of God through the true exposition of 

the Torah, after it had been sold into the bondage of 

error by its students, and needed to be put right.

Who can teach new aspects and novel sides of 

the old laws, and of the received exegesis as he does? 

What kind of fool would avoid [Proverbs 9:7] trving to 

bring wisdom to his heart [Isaiah 44: 1 8], or to hasten 

most rapidly [Exodus 22: 1 5] to acquire the path to un­

derstanding [Isaiah 40: 14]?

He both understood the nature of a quandary 

and specified its precise source [Job 28: 2 3]. His hands 

were up to the task [Deuteronomy 3 3: 7] of hoisting 

the banner [Leviticus 10: 1 5] in the war of Torah [Tal­

mud Sanhedrin 1 1 1 b] in order to reach absolute truth 

in understanding it. He widened its borders through 

various distinguished pupils. He was able to delve into 

the depths of legal discussions. But none of them 

reached halfwav to his ankles, and it is doubtful 

whether anv reached even a third or fourth of the way.

His desire w as for the Torah of God and that is 

what his soul cleaved to all his davs and his minutes, 

and through the seasons of his life. He listened to the 

language of truth and resided in its depths, and ‘the 

first part thereof he chose for himself’ [Deuteronomv 

33: 21].



For six years he pondered and researched 

[Ecclesiastes 12: 9] the Babylonian and Jerusalem 

Talmuds, the Toseftas, the Mechilta, Sifra and Sifrei, and 

he illuminated the gloom of darkness that clouded the 

multiple textual variants as well as [correcting] the 

methodology that had been used with its excessive pilpul, 

which left one neither coming nor going [Joshua 6:1]. 

And he opened things up, wide and clear, and everyone 

said: ‘Blessed is the people for whom things are like this’ 

[Psalms 144: 15; prayers].

Who is like him who has planted the true Torah 

among us [praverbook, Sabbath blessing on the Torah] ? 

Like him a teacher of truth, seeking real truth, wisdom 

and knowledge of the Holy One [Proverbs 30: 3]? And 

people had the benefit of his advice and sound counsel 

[Proverbs 8: 14]. ‘His fruits were multiplied unto him’ 

[Hosea 10: 1].

A further six years he occupied himself with the 

words of the Codifiers: the Early Masters, and the Late 

Masters. They are those great ones from time immemo­

rial, men of renown [Genesis 6: 4], geniuses, the first 

and the last. But he did not rely upon the greatness of 

their greatness, nor upon the wisdom of their wisdom, 

nor the sanctity of their sanctity, just to save them from 

being seen to stumble and err, or to seek justification 

for their views. Instead, with all his strength he worked, 

and was adamant to come to grips with and reach un­

derstanding of the sacred words of the sages of the 

Gemora itself, whose every word burns like glistening 

coal. With one letter of the words of the great rabbis of 

old he refuted many of the views of the later authors. 

Windows of light from Heaven were opened for him, 

for God made for a wonder [Psalms 31: 22] unto Him­

self this righteous person.

Verily, how can we be so arrogant as to assess his 

knowledge and his wisdom, to measure his stature ac­

cording to our measurements? God who guided him as a 

shepherd [Genesis 48: 1 5], sent before him His light and 

His truth, to show him the way in which to go —  the 

truth was a candle before his feet —  to reach ultimate 

comprehension and knowledge, to achieve understand­

ing in God’s Torah of great things and mighty things 

whose place no man knew. But the toil of a man is repaid 

unto him [Job 34: 1 1].

And He planted for him the ray of salvation 

[praverbook]: to refute indefensible opinions, which he 

undermined; and, through which awesome revelations 

in Torah were revealed to him.

If you will sharpen your eyes, brother, and pass 

your attention to his commentary on the Shulkhon orukh 

from chapter to chapter and from section to section in 

your love and passion for the truth, your eyes will see 

clearly [Psalms 17:2] that our master the Beys Yoysef of 

Blessed Memory [Joseph Karo, 1488— 1 575, author of 

the Shulkhon orukh] was the compiler of all the accrued 

opinions and he deliberated on them according to his 

vast understanding. And he gathered them as the sheaves 

to the threshing floor [Micah 4: 1 2] in his concise com­

pilation.

And our ancestor the rabbi, the genius, our 

teacher Reb Moyshe [Rivkes, died ±  1672] who wrote 

the B’eyr ha-Goylo [“Well of the Diaspora”] revealed to us 

the sources of all the laws and all the opinions in the great 

compilation of our master the Beys Yoysef (as explained 

in the introduction to the B 'eyr ha-Goylo). And father, the 

Goen (the memory of a virtuous person is a blessing for 

life in the world to come), in this work of his, pointed to 

the source of each and every word in an explicit Gemora, in



the Babylonian or Jerusalem Talmud or the words of Rashi 

and Toysfes [Tosafoth, mostly from the 12,h to the 14th 

centuries], something that neither our master the Beys 

Yoysef, nor any of our predecessors were able to achieve, 

other than to derive them through pi/pu/, deep and sweet, 

and may the spirit of their words live on [after Genesis 45: 

28]. And the new aspects were revealed, as if all the opin­

ions were given from one shepherd [Ecclesiastes 12: 11] 

to one recipient. We cannot comprehend how he was able 

to achieve this [Exodus 32: 1].

How he benefited from the passion for truth, 

which placed before him a correct and straightforward 

track. With it he overcame his natural human urges and 

submitted his strengths to the ancient bond of the cov­

enant [Ezekiel 20: 37]. He dedicated his soul and his heart 

to God from his youth. ‘My beloved is mine and I am his’ 

[Song of Songs 2: 16].

The deceitful images emanating from the plea­

sures of this world did not manage to lead him astray from 

the commands of God, not even from a single one. And he 

was quick to keep them according to all that is written. 

And there would not be found in him a sin that he sinned 

[Hosea 12:9] relying on the opinions of some authority 

who interprets in favor of leniency. And he gave his life to 

fulfill all the intricacies of the precepts of our rabbis of old, 

including those not included in the Shulkhon orukh. For he 

said: ‘God created me from the womb to serve Him’ 

[Isaiah 49: 5].

Now I will tell vou about one of his habits. Once, 

when he was on the road, he stayed over in the home of an 

honest man. In the evening, the owner gave him food, and 

implored him to eat, and put it in his mouth, but he threw 

it up, because his stomach was unsettled. The owner re­

turned and found the plate was full just as before. And he

implored him again. And he began to eat and threw it up 

again. And this happened three or four times. And one of 

the greatest of his renowned pupils who was with him 

asked him why he pains himself so, since he is not able to 

eat at that time. And he replied: ‘Did not our rabbis of old 

say: Whatever the host tells you, do? [Talmud Psokhim 

86b] and it is agreed by all that the phrase “Do it” even in 

a rabbinical ruling [not in the Torah] means that it should 

be done until one’s life expires.’ ‘For He is thy master, and 

do homage unto Him’ [Psalms 45: 12].

And to what extent he gave himself! To the point 

of distancing himself from the company of his household, 

and from his sons and his daughters. He sought but one 

source: the pure fear of God which resides between his 

shoulders [Deuteronomy 33: 1 2], to the point where in 

all his life he never asked his sons and daughters about their 

livelihoods or their situation. In all his life he did not write 

letters to them asking how they are. And if one of his sons 

came to him —  even though the happiness was great, be­

cause they had not seen him for a vear or two —  he would 

nevertheless not ask him about the well being of his chil­

dren, or his household or his livelihood. And when the son 

would rest up from a journey for an hour or so, father 

would warn him to make good the schedule of his learn­

ing, and told him: ‘On the road you did not keep to vour 

schedule of learning. It will be made up in my house!’ ‘And 

give him no rest’ [Isaiah 62:7].

Look, brothers, and see, how wonderful the good­

ness, delight, and taste are in the souls of those Godfearing 

who forsake the wavs of this world and its concerns, to toil 

in the Torah and the commandments. Thev find sweetness 

and satisfaction. And it is enough to inspire them with an 

awesome strength to disconnect from the wavs and plea­

sures of the world, to seclude themselves in the wavs of



God and His Torah, until the sweetness and satisfaction 

that they find there free them from the excesses of na­

ture. And they discard the bindings of the love of chil­

dren, even if they are their only children. My late brother, 

the great rabbinic scholar, a straightforward and righ­

teous man and fearer of God, our teacher Shloyme- 

Zalmen of blessed memory, when he was five or six years 

old, was tender and then an only son to his father. And 

his father loved him, and delighted in him all the time, 

for he recognized in him his qualities of goodness and 

righteousness. On one occasion, he fell ill. But father, 

the Goen of blessed memory, had previously decided to 

travel to the place he had prepared for seclusion, seven 

parasangs from the sacred city of Vilna, and it was before 

his son recovered. At first light of day [Genesis 44: 3] he 

traveled to that place where he would go as usual to be 

secluded, and where his natural instincts were shut off, 

until he forgot his house and his sons for more than a 

month. While there, he happened to go to the bath 

house, where, as is known, it is forbidden to think of 

matters of Torah, and he began to think about his own 

affairs, and remembered that he had been gone from his 

house on this trip more than a month, and his beloved 

son, who went about innocently in his ways, was sepa­

rated from him, lying on his sick bed. His feelings of com­

passion were warmed. And he ordered that a wagon be 

prepared to return to his home, to find out about his 

son’s well being. ‘To know what be done for him’ (Exo­

dus 2: 4).

And know this and be clear, my friend the reader! 

That his Godfearingness and his Torah were at a much 

higher level of exactness than we have described here. We 

have not told the half of it! If we pay attention to all the 

things that he accomplished during the days of his life,

from beginning to end, you will see that in all of them he 

achieved standards of thoroughness and wholeness, 

whether it was through what he suffered by endangering 

himself in his war with the forces of his own body, or 

whether through the heavy demands of the workload he 

set for himself all his days: not to sleep more than two hours 

in any twenty-four hour period. And all his life he never 

slept more than a half hour at a time, and during that time 

his lips were whispering laws and commentaries. At the 

end of the half hour he became strong as a lion, washed his 

hands and began to study in a loud voice, and then he 

would sleep again for another half hour. And this was the 

limit of his sleep: three half hours a night; one half hour 

during the day.

And he had his shrewd tactics for fighting off his 

natural urges. Whatever his desire would crave, he would 

pass judgment on it, saying: it is not truly good! And he 

distanced himself from it, and he bowed his shoulder to 

bear [Genesis 49: 1 5] the pain of hunger and the stress of 

sleep deprivation. For he said: ‘Come on, let us deal wisely 

with them’ [a humorous reference to Exodus 1: 10].

His great brilliance and energies were placed in 

the serving of God, and this stood by him, against all that 

antagonized him, removing every worry and depression 

from him, to serve God in joy, in good spirits 

[Deuteronomy 28: 47] all the time. Every day, his pro­

found comprehension was strengthened, until the opin­

ion of his Maker was in agreement with him and he did 

nothing of his own volition, small or great.

On two occasions only I heard from his holy and 

pure mouth that his Maker’s opinion did not agree with 

something he wished to do, and he did not do it. In his old 

age, I asked him many times why he did not travel to the 

Holy Land and he did not answer me. On one occasion I
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pleaded with him extensively, and he answered me: ‘I do 

not have permission from Heaven.’

And similarly, he had promised me that he would 

compile a compendium of final decisions from the four 

Turim, recording only the opinion that reflects the correct 

conclusion in his wise eyes, citing powerful, overwhelm­

ing and irrefutable evidence. I asked him about it several 

years before he passed away, and he answered me: ‘I do not 

have permission from Heaven.’ I commented that it would 

be the appropriate thing except that the generation does 

not look like the right one for it. ‘Is it not God, He against 

whom we have sinned’ [Isaiah 42: 24].

He did not attempt to enjoy anything, in 

thought, word or deed, unless it was from matters of 

gaining knowledge and fear of God and praise of his Cre­

ator, things from which genuine goodness and everlast­

ing deliverance could result. And anything that did not 

fit into this he rejected with a resolute hand, and barred 

with a high arm [cf. Exodus 6: 1] from his place. ‘And 

nothingescapeth them’ [Joel 2:4].

The elders of the generation, and the remnants of 

those who seek God, understood a little bit of his righ­

teous ways while recognizing that he was verily a pheno­

menon, and that the way he conducted himself was hea­

venly and incomprehensible, even though they knew that 

‘his thoughts are not their thoughts and their wavs are not 

his ways’ [Isaiah 55: 8].

But in any case, they did not fail to pay attention to his 

routine, and they would desire and long to see him once a dav 

or even once a week, to be able to gaze upon the work of God. 

So they would stand in line to observe from a distance his face 

[Ezekiel 14:7]. Perhaps he would cause his face to shine upon 

them and favor them [Numbers 6: 25] with some words. 

‘Therefore mv heart vearneth for him’ [Jeremiah 31: 19].

There were always many from God’s community, 

from all the places where they lived, with His Torah in their 

heart, who would come under the shadow of his roof [Gen­

esis 19: 8], to pray in his studvhouse, to hear the praise of 

God from his mouth. They saw, and straightawav thev 

were stunned [Psalms 48: 6] at how a person can reach, as 

he does, to such a level of loving God. As thev observed, 

every single word of his prayer emanated from his mouth 

distinctly, in sanctity and in purity [praverbook] with 

goodness of thought and honesty of heart. It seemed that 

knowledge was being added to him with every word, and 

the love of God was in every utterance of his tongue. They 

would always strive and seek to go in his ways and to serve 

God out of love as he does. They saw, however, and thev 

realized, that there is no one in our generation strong 

enough to cleave unto his ways and they also understood 

clearly, that there cannot be conceived, bv any law of 

chance, such immensity of knowledge and fineness of in­

tellect, from verv youth, with Torah and serving of God 

united in harmonious coexistence. ‘Thou hast given him 

his heart’s desire’ [Psalms 21: 3].

From the dav they entered his studvhouse, his first 

students wanted with all their might to draw close to the 

source of their strength. They were not lazy in walking 

there, nor did they weary of rushing to get there, because 

thev felt mightily just how far removed thev were from him, 

and they knew that the way would be exceedinglv long for 

them, in reaching their desired objective [Psalms 107: 

30]. ‘How good is their portion, and how pleasant their 

lot’ [prayerbook].

The first was the rabbinic genius, our teacher the 

rabbi Reb Chaim, mav his light go forth, head of the rab­

binical court of the sacred communitv of Valozhin, mav it 

be protected and delivered bv God. He would watch and



observe with a keen eye and with the beauty of the re­

splendence of his Torah. He too had shown his might 

from his early youth, and he dwelt in the depths of the 

study of the laws [Talmud Megillo 3b], and his hands were 

up to the task [Deuteronomy 3 3:7] for discussion of the 

Torah, and finding his dwelling place in its shade. And 

bound together with him was his humility and fear of 

God [Proverbs 22: 4] all of the time. And when he pre­

sented himself before him to hear from his mouth the 

words of the living God, a spirit of understanding from 

father (the memory of a virtuous person is a blessing for 

life in the world to come) passed upon his face, and his 

sharpwittedness and discussion were purified, and by his 

understanding he smote through the pride [Job 26: 1 2]. 

And from then on he looked at things with a deeper un­

derstanding. How great were his accomplishments, and 

how deep his thoughts in the revealed and in the esoteric 

wisdom. Under the shadow of father’s roof [Genesis 19: 8] 

he resided. ‘For that was his desire’ [cf. Psalm 132: 13].

And the second, the rabbinic genius our teacher 

the rabbi Reb Shloyme of blessed memory, head of the 

rabbinical court of Volkemir [ =  Vilkomir, now 

Ukmerge, Lithuania], sharpwitted and expert in the 

chambers of the Torah, and crowned with humility and 

fear of sin. Many times during the year he would knock 

on father’s door. When he heard the words of truth in 

their true meaning coming out of his sacred and pure 

mouth, he considered his own labor that he had labored 

during his life to be “labor that is of no account and 

feeble” [I Samuel 15:9]. And when he presented himself 

before him in the sacred place [of study, the Gaon’s 

Uloyz] , he asked him about everything that was difficult 

for him to understand. And he gave him ‘sufficient for his 

need that which he wanteth’ [Deuteronomv 15: 8].

And the third, the rabbinic genius, the righteous 

and humble man, our teacher the rabbi, Reb Shloyme- 

Zalmen (the memory of a virtuous person is a blessing 

for life in the world to come), the brother of the rabbinic 

genius Reb Chaim mentioned above. When he came be­

fore father, all his powers were humbled. Before entering 

within the sacred enclosure [Mishna Zvokhim 5 (3) 

etc.], even though no secret was hidden [Daniel 4: 6] 

from him, a mantle of humility became his mantle. A 

master of modesty and ethics. No beloved attribute was 

missing. And what is more beloved than wisdom and 

honor? His good name. Beloved in Heaven and cherished 

on earth, and father (the memory of a virtuous person is 

a blessing for life in the world to come) loved him as he 

loved his own life. His love for him was greater than for 

all his other students. “And God had given him rest” 

[II Samuel 7: 1, a reference to Shloyme-Zalmen’s early 

death].

And the fourth, the rabbi, the great and out­

standing in Torah and fear of God, the famous, our 

teacher Reb Saadye (may his light go forth), brother-in- 

law of the rabbinic genius our teacher Shloyme-Zalmen 

mentioned above. He left his home, and came to hear 

father’s Torah. And he ministered to father for many 

years, and he learned from him much every single day, 

and when he came before the king with the book [Esther 

9: 2 5], with a question, father would show him the ex­

planation.

And the fifth, the rabbi, the Great Light, the fa­

mous, our teacher, Shloyme, of blessed memory of 

Talotshin [Talocin, Belarus] “who declareth his word 

unto Jacob” [or: the inayid, or preacher, to the people of 

Israel; Psalm 147: 19] in the sacred community of Vilna, 

how much overflowing good-friendship was shown to
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him when father studied with him the Zohar and the 

Book of Creation. And everything that was difficult for 

him in the writings of the disciples of the Arizal [Ari z”l 

=  Ari of blessed memory =  kabbalist Isaac Luria, 

1534— 1572], he explained to him according to his 

abilities and the nature of his knowledge. But he kept 

certain things from him and did not tell him everything. 

And after Reb Shloyme passed away, father had second 

thoughts, and said: Why did I hide from him those hid­

den things? Was he not with all his might Godfearing 

from his youth? ‘For He repays man according to his 

work’ [Job 34: 11].

And the sixth, the great rabbi, the sharpwitted, 

expert, famous, our teacher Tsvi-Hirsh may his light go 

forth, of Semyatitz [Simyatitsh, now Siemiatycze, Po­

land]. Great is his strength in the revealed and in the eso­

teric. He studied under father for many years. He cleaved 

to some of the ways of his pietv and separateness. ‘And so 

it was befitting for him’ [Passover Haggodah].

And the seventh, the great rabbi, the 

sharpwitted, expert, famous, our teacher Reb Shloyme 

of blessed memory from the sacred community of 

Mohilov [Molev, now Mohilev, Belarus]. He was well 

armed in the war of Torah, fearing and trembling before 

the word of God. His face was a face aflame [Isaiah 1 3: 8] 

with the power of his fear and serving of God. He learned 

verv much from father, and from the time he came to him, 

he remained a steadv pupil of his.

Blessed are you, O Vilna, Citv of Splendor 

[Jeremiah 49: 2 5, said of Jerusalem]. Everybody, from 

the greatest to the smallest, acquired some benefit to 

their soul, each according to his level. And in all their 

achievements in the study of Torah and the giving of char­

ity, he was the force behind it, with the might of his

Godfearingness and his reproving them to their faces. For 

his inspired word of advice would rise up before them 

‘till the moon be no more’ [Psalms 72: 7].

With his words of advice and his reproof they 

were made into a great community of expanders of the 

realm of Torah: people who take care in carrying out the 

Commandments; people w ho hate studving for the sake 

of practical gain [Mishna, Savings of the Fathers 1: 10]; 

people who honor God. Their heart did not turn proud 

when they acquired any wealth. Everyone who seeks God 

rejoices in them. They made their study of Torah into 

their regular and principal undertaking, and their busi­

nesses into a secondary concern. And their businesses are 

run by the members of their household. Torah and serv­

ing God are their only actual ‘business.’

At first his teaching was primarily for those close 

to him, but later, the entire country accepted him as their 

leader, and proclaimed it also for the people afar: not to 

waste their time in useless pursuits; for each person to 

keep his eyes focused on the division of one’s time, down 

to precise minutes! And to spend time only for the most 

valuable things possible, and that is the busving of one­

self with the studv of Torah and serving of God, to be 

energetic in it, to accomplish things with the maximum 

of diligence. For any endeavor and talent to do things 

other than in this field w ill bring no benefit.

Is it not the case that one’s own mind, in its at­

tempts to serve God will only, after all, recognize evil in 

others and heap praise on oneself? Only through the 

Torah and serving God can one weaken the machinations 

of the evil desires of a person’s heart and all the tricks 

thev plav on us. And the growth of charity and of splen­

dor can be seen in his city and place, and even in faraway 

places, where thev did not see his greatness and his good-



ness, but sought with all their strength to go about their 

days in accordance with the conduct that he taught them.

How many fine qualities has the place [after 

Passover Haggodah] where he stood before God in Torah 

and the serving of God for more than fifty years! And how 

much extra love has accrued to this City of Splendor 

[Jeremiah 49: 25] that became his partner, to receive the 

resplendence of his wisdom, and the magnificence con­

tinuously radiating from his face? They received a mea­

sure of his attention upon them, according to the mea­

sure of their efforts to draw close to what is sacred, to 

make good their affairs, in order that they might walk in 

the way of the good.

And so it was for the scholars, the ‘watcher and 

holy one’ [Daniel 4:10, 20] of the sacred community of 

Shklov. People understood that their confusion came 

from the domain of excessive pilpul. One person builds 

up an argument, and along comes another and demol­

ishes it. And they were assisted by father, the Goen (the 

memory of a virtuous person is a blessing for life in the 

world to come). They looked and saw that he succeeded 

in attaining many things in which the scholar of Torah 

for its own sake succeeds [Mishna, Sayings of the Fathers 

6:1]. For the secrets of the Torah were revealed to him. 

And they benefited from his advice and insight. And all 

of the innovations in his study of Torah derive from the 

source of accuracy. ‘His waters are certain’ [Isaiah 33: 

16] and ‘there is in his words nothing crooked or sly’ 

[Proverbs 8: 8]. Without fail, he gets right to the heart of 

his subject.

‘Knowledge is easy to him who understands’ 

[Proverbs 14: 6]. Is he not the phenomenal one in Torah 

and serving of God, the prince, famous for his praises, ‘a 

valiant man who has done mighty deeds’ [II Samuel 2 3:

20], ‘sacred fruit for giving praise’ [Leviticus 19: 24], his 

honor our teacher Benyomin may his light go forth, of 

the sacred community of Shklov. He went up to live in 

the sacred community of Vilna to give pleasure to his 

Creator. ‘And his sleep fled from his eyes’ [Genesis 3 1: 

40]. And he succeeded to listen to father’s sacred and 

pure mouth in his studies, and the light of father’s Torah 

and Godfearingness shone upon him from that time on­

ward, in his way and in his conduct.

And through him the sacred community of 

Shklov was built on its own mound [cf. Jeremiah 30: 18; 

image best known from the sixteenth century kabbalistic 

Sabbath poem L’kho doydi\. They accepted upon them­

selves much of his methodology in scholarship, and the 

correct ways of fulfilling commandments. Many of the 

people of his [Benyomin’s] city [Shklov] and his coun­

try [Raysn, eastern sector of Jewish Lithuania] followed 

the lead of the abovementioned rabbi Reb Benyomin, 

but it did not work out for them to become intimate 

[themselves] with sanctity.

The will of God permitted only two brothers to 

succeed, and they are, of course: the great rabbi, phe­

nomenal in Torah and Godfearingness, his study achiev­

ing wholeness, the renowned and praised, our teacher 

Simkhe-Bunim, may God watch over him and deliver 

him; and his brother, the rabbi, great in Torah and serv­

ing of God, ‘that feedeth among the roses’ [Song of Songs 

2:16] wisdom and understanding, ‘with all powders of 

the merchant’ [Song of Songs 3: 6], renowned and 

praised, our teacher Menachem-Mendel, may God 

watch over him and deliver him. For they are mighty men 

of valor, fulfillers of his word [Psalms 103: 20]. Trembling 

before the word of God, to serve Him and to guard it day 

and night [Genesis 2: 15].
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They entered into his shelter in the days of his 

old age, as the sun was setting [Genesis 28: 1 1] and the 

day declineth [Jeremiah 6: 4], at eventide [Genesis 8: 11]. 

At the shining of [Habakkuk 3:11] the magnificence of 

his Torah and wisdom, they beheld a great light [Isaiah 

9:1]. They gave nights as days to unearth the deepest 

darkness: all the doubts in the Mishna and the Tosefta, in 

the Mechilta and Sifra and Sifrei and in the Jerusalem 

Talmud and the four Turim. ‘Lo mine eye hath seen all 

this’ [Job 13: 1]. And upon them and upon me there 

dripped down [Job 29: 22] the light of his Torah. And 

father of blessed memory heard their voice ‘going about 

in the garden’ [Genesis 3: 8] of the Torah, and found their 

intentions and deeds to be desirable before God, and 

shared with them his wishes, and besides that he was wise 

he taught his knowledge to the people [Ecclesiastes 12: 

9], and strengthened and inspired them to study with 

proper orderliness so their feet would not stumble [II 

Samuel 22: 37].

First of all, he urged that in carrying out the 

serving of blessed God, one must be expert first of all in 

the twenty-four books [of the Hebrew Bible] with all 

the vowel points and the accents, properly arranged in 

every respect and carefully followed. And he would test 

them in all this and, beyond that, the science of gram­

mar. Those who excelled in consummate knowledge of 

the science of grammar had previously tested father, and 

when thev spoke to him, they could not find their hands 

or their feet! Thev drank his words with thirst. Their 

rash arguments were undone as if thev had never even 

existed, and upon returning to their abodes, they would 

replv to people and say: Whosoever did not hear his 

words does not see [Exodus 22:9] and does not know 

[Ecclesiastes 9:1].

Then he ordered that the six orders of the Mishna 

should flow from a person’s mouth, together with the 

major commentaries. And on top of that, with the correct 

textual variants! His great students saw that the wisdom 

of the Almightv is in him, for with his great capabilitv and 

the power of his sharpwittedness to discover the truth of 

the Torah, he came forward with discoveries that our fore­

fathers in their earlier commentaries did not even imag­

ine, and he produced tangible evidence from the struc­

ture of the subjects within the Mishna or from the seeming 

duplication of words. And they recognized that those who 

know the roots and principles pursue a straightforward 

path, without resorting to farfetched explanations.

Then he warned about the methods of analvsis 

applied to the ‘sea of Talmud’: to search carefullv in the 

comments of Rashi for they are very straightforward to 

the person who can comprehend them; and, to the inno­

vations of the writers of the Toysfes of blessed memorv, a 

principal condition being that thev be studied with 

straightforward logic.

He hated the proliferation of argumentative chal­

lenges for their own sake, and he conceded the truth even 

when it came from the mouths of little children at school. 

All of the best conclusions derived from following one’s 

logic did not count for him as much as the truth, for onlv 

when it was understood would he feel that he had suc­

ceeded and grown wiser in his studies. And he ordered that 

one refrain from the method of studv that tries to sharpen 

the mind just for the sake of it, even for weak students and 

voung children. It is moreover the case that when accom­

plished, sharpwitted Talmudists heard words of truth 

coming from his sacred and pure mouth, thev were left 

speechless, and said: ‘For we have achieved nothing [Isaiah 

49: 4] all the davs of our lives’ [Ecclesiastes 6: 12].



And to bring his generation to wholeness, he es­

tablished a house full of Torah, so that there would be 

people perpetually standing at their positions around 

the table of God [Malachi 1: 7], full of sap and freshness 

[Psalms 92: 1 5], in all realms of Torah, as they study from 

the Bible, Mishna and Gemora. And he himself would sit 

with them at the head of the table at set times. And he 

would set out before them, at the table, the schedule of 

their study, explaining how thev could achieve compre­

hensive knowledge of the entire Talmud in a few years, 

and know the [Talmudic] source of the laws and the rul­

ings in all four Turim perfectly. And he warned them not 

to busy themselves much with vacuous argument that 

will in any case be dropped in the end, and on those oc­

casions when it is used, heaven forbid, just to tease and 

provoke. These practices are hugely antagonistic to the 

will of the Almighty, for iniquity would multiply [Prov­

erbs 6: 3 5] in their midst. Sin would increase, the pleasant 

interconnectedness [of the simple meaning of a text] 

would be lost and the truth banished from the flock of 

God. Still, pilpul can have its certain elementary use in 

attuning one to the study of law.

And thev fulfilled it, and accepted it upon them­

selves [Esther 9: 27], and studied in their lives the eigh­

teen years he was with them in their house. And he had 

the pleasure of seeing his good will carried out. And they, 

looking upon the magnificence of his Torah evening and 

morning, merited that wonderful jov, a jov and delight 

that cannot be imagined. Woe unto children who have 

been expelled from such a table of their father!

This is our consolation, that we lived to see the 

light of his Torah in his commentaries on the four sec­

tions of theShuIklum orukh, and, may we nowall be privi­

leged to have pleasure from their radiance. Blessed is he

who waits, and then reaches the light of his Torah, that 

his springwaters may flow about widely [Proverbs 5: 16], 

and to give drink to the sacred flock, who desire to have 

pleasure from the splendor of his wisdom in the revealed 

and in the esoteric wisdom. The greatness of his wisdom 

cannot be imagined. One cannot reach the end of his 

comprehension. One cannot recount the extent of his 

sanctity, and the paths he chose in matters of the sacred. 

‘But the smallest part thereof’ [Numbers 2 3: 13] have 

we recounted here, and but a few of his praises, ‘as a drop 

in a bucket’ [Isaiah 40: 1 5].

He who implanted the ear [Psalms 94: 9], mav he 

open my ears, and pierce them to be able to listen to even 

a little of his learning. He who created the eve [Psalms 

94: 9], mav he enlighten mv eves to understand even a 

little of his meanings.

These be the words of his sons, who come as wit­

nesses and set their seal; our hands ‘dropping with flow­

ing mvrrh’ [Song of Songs 5: 13]; ‘and our knees smiting 

one against the other’ [Daniel 5:6]. And our whole body 

trembles, ‘even as a reed is shaken in the water’ [I Kings 

14: 15] from the sanctity of the memory of his holiness, 

and praise of the deeds of his pure hands.

Yehude-Leyb son of the true Gaon, the righteous, our 

master Eyliohu, who rests in Paradise.

Avrohom son of the true Gaon, the righteous, our 

master Eyliohu, who rests in Paradise.
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It is evident that Yehude-Leyb and Avrohom, 

the sons of the Gaon who penned this “mother of 

Gaon biographies,” felt they needed to address 

their painful disappointment that their father never 

did compile a massive new code of Jewish law as 

had Maimonides, the Tur and more recently Joseph 

Karo. More than two centuries after the Gaon’s 

death, teams of scholars continue to work to put 

together his works, notes, and notes of his students 

into accessible published form with the necessary 

commentary and explanation for the use of schol­

ars. Most prolifically, the brothers Rabbi 

Nechemiah and Rabbi Samuel Jacob Feffer, of New 

York and Bnai Brak, are producing a massive se­

ries of impressive volumes. Others, including 

Rabbi Yedidiya Frankel of Jerusalem, are scouring 

the globe for access to printed works and manu­

scripts which contain the Gaon’s handwriting. 

During a 2003 visit to Vilnius, Rabbi Frankel ex­

plained one of his recent discoveries which he had 

been chasing for years over three continents: a 

printed book with one set of brackets, corrected 

several times so as to move the location of the 

brackets in the text. These brackets and the adjust­

ments in their location, in the Gaon’s hand, repre­

sent his reconstruction of the original text by 

bracketing those segments he believed to have 

“fallen in” through a typographical error, and how 

his reconstruction evolved over the years. The 

changes have a legal effect on the law being dis­

cussed. Such is the state of the Gaon’s literary 

legacy. One possible biographical explanation for 

the Gaon’s not having compiled a systematic com­

pendium is given at the start of the next chapter.

But the comparison of the classic Sephardi 

Joseph Karo (1488— 1575), and the classic 

Litvak Fyliohu the Gaon ofVilna (1720— 1797) 

does not end with discussions of the history of 

Jewish law and their compilations into systematic 

compendiums. Both were avowed mystics in ad­

dition to being top legal minds. Karo left behind 

one mystical tome, the Magid Meyshorim {Maggid 

Mesharim, “Speaker of Righteousness” after 

Isaiah 45: 19). The Gaon of Vilna left behind a 

vast corpus of mystical writings. It is perhaps 

ironic that in the realm of Kabbalah, it was the 

Gaon who managed to complete a series of sys­

tematic works. But the issue here is not “who did 

more” even if these two top minds from dif ferent 

centuries and dif f erent European Jewish cultures 

have often been compared. It is to elucidate some­

thing special about the Gaon which has become 

emblematic of Lithuanian Jewry.

Karo’s kabbalistic tome is a kind of mysti­

cal autobiography. It talks about the magid, or 

preacher (literally “teller” from the classical He­

brew for “tells” or “telling” as in Isaiah 45: 19) 

who came to him for over fifty years, usually at 

night, revealing to him the true law in doubtful 

cases, as well as mystical secrets. In a classic docu­

ment about the Gaon of Vilna’s experience with 

his special messenger from Heaven, things turn 

out very differently. The document is by the 

Gaon’s pupil, Chaim of Valozhin, and was written 

as an introduction to the Gaon’s commentary on 

the kabbalistic Sifro d’Tsniuso (Sifra de-Tzeniuta or 

Book of Secrecy, on Genesis). In what is perhaps 

the classic case of the folkloristic trait of stubborn-



ness, pride and the ethic of one’s own hard work 

instead of hocus-pocus as attributes of the arche­

typal Litvak, Chaim Valozhiner has this to say 

about his teacher’s encounters with the old magid 

from Heaven:

“It did not seem good to him [the Gaon of Vilna] 

to achieve something other than by his own hard work, 

that he would toil for with wisdom, knowledge and talent, 

and that results from huge effort. And when Heaven 

trusted him, and wellsprings of wisdom were revealed 

unto him, the most secret of the secrets and the most 

mysterious of the mysteries, this was for him a gift of God, 

but with one exception, he did not want them. Even when 

they wanted to convey to him from Heaven without any 

hard work or effort of the flesh those secrets and mysteries, 

the highest of the high, via magi'dim who are masters of 

mysteries and Princes of the Torah, he would not 

countenance it. It was given to him and he rejected it.

For I heard from his holy lips that on many 

occasions they agreed to release to him a number of 

magfdim from Heaven, with a mission to convey to him 

secrets of the Torah without his having to work for them. 

But he would not even listen to them. One of the magidim 

was extremelv insistent. Nevertheless, he would not look 

at his fantastic appearance, and replied: ‘I do not want my 

comprehension of His Torah (may His name be blessed), 

by way of any intermediaries whatsoever. My eyes are 

raised to Him (blessed be His name). What he wants to

reveal to me and to give me as a portion of His (blessed be 

His name) Torah, through my hard work that I have toiled 

with all my might, He (blessed be His name) will give me 

wisdom from His lips, knowledge and understanding, a 

heart that understands, and a consciousness that streams, 

and I will know that I have found grace in His eyes. I do not 

want anything that is not from His lips, and the insights 

that come from angels and magidim and Princes of Torah 

for which I did not work and use my intelligence, these I 

do not want!’

On one occasion, our master sent me to my 

younger brother who was greater than me in every sense of 

sacred goodness, our brilliant teacher the rabbi, Shloyme- 

Zalmen (the memory of the righteous is a blessing for the 

World to Come), to tell him as a command in his [the 

Gaon’s] name, not to receive any angel or magid that might 

come to him, for in the not too distant future he too would 

be visited by one [...].

And even more than that, he [the Gaon] used to 

say, that when the soul acquires wondrous and awesome 

insights while a person is asleep, by way of the rising of the 

soul to enjoy the highest pleasures of the heavenly 

academies, it is not considered by him to be something 

essential. Because the essential thing is what a human 

being acquires here in This World by way of hard work and 

labor when he chooses the right path and concentrates 

himself [ . . .] .”
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The Gaon’s Works

108 The number of works written by Fyliohu the Gaon 

of Vilna depends on how the counting is done. 
None was published in his lifetime, and many 
were commentaries to other works which were 
eventually published together with those other 

works in the traditional layout of commentaries 
“surrounding” the basic text of a more ancient 

work. Some of the Gaon’s later published com­

mentaries reflect the reconstructions of notes and 
memories by his pupils, rendering the counting 
process even more complicated.

Still, there is a general consensus that he 
created some seventy works, of which about fifty 

have appeared in print. Some are being published 

now, and others republished in a more accurate 

form (taking into account extant variants), thanks 

to the “Machon Ha-Gro” project of the brothers 
beffer (Nechemiah and Samuel Jacob Fetter, of 

Bnai Brak, Israel and Brooklyn, New York). They 

have published numerous volumes of what will 
hopefully become the complete surviving works of 
the Gaon of Vilna.
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The Dubrovna 1804 edition of the Five Books of 

Moses (the Khumesh, or Pentateuch), containing 

the Gaon’s commentary, here called AJeres hyliohu 

(“Mantle of Elijah” after I I  Kings 2: 13, 14), 

advertised, as it were, on the title page, as the 

second in the list of thirteen commentaries

appended to the Biblical text.
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The Gaon on law

The Zholkva (Zolkiev) 1804 edition of the Gaon’s 
Taharas ha-Koydesh (“Purity of Holiness” after I Chronicles 2 3: 
2 8), a commentary on the Tosefta (compilation of Mishna-era 

texts not included in the actual canon of the Mishna), on a 
tractate on matters of holiness. The brief introduction on this 
title page explains that the Gaon imparted his comments to a 

small circle of students, and that this text exists thanks to Meir 

of Vilna, one of the Gaon’s pupils and assistants, who is, it is 
explained, a descendant ofYehude-Aryc of “Shad in the land 

of Zamet” (Shat, now Seta, in the Zemaitija area of western 
Lithuania).
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The Gaon on mysticism

The Gaon’s kabbalistic commentary on the Sifro 

d’Tsniuso (“Book of Secrecy”) component of the primary text 
of Kabbalah, the Zohar. This section, and the Gaon’s commen­

tary, deal with the mysteries of creation of the universe.
This edition, with the Gaon’s commentary “surround­

ing” the original, was published in 1820 by Menachem-Man 

son of Boruch, a leading founder of the Romm family of print­
ers. During this period, their press functioned in both Grodna, 

where it was f ounded, and Vilna, where it had moved and was 

to flourish right up to the Second World War.

The Gaon’s treatise on trigonometry 
and algebra, published in Vilna and Grodna 
in 1833, also by Menachem-Man, co- 
founder of the Romms. The work is called 

Ayil meshulosh. The term comes from the 

book of Genesis (15: 9), where it is trans­
lated “a ram three years old.” The title in­

vokes a word play on meshulosh, which also 

came to mean “triangle.”

The Gaon on mathematics
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Seven faces of the Gaon of Vilna

During the nineteenth century, it became popular in many Lithuanian Jewish 
homes to hang a portrait of the Gaon of Vilna. The custom of adorning the home 
with “pictures of national heroes” was borrowed from Christian neighbors, and 
represented in some sense a loosening of an age-old taboo against depiction of 
the human form, derived from Exodus 20:4 — “Thou shalt not make unto thee 

an idol, nor any picture of likeness of any thing that is in heaven above, or that is 
in the earth below . . .” The Biblical prohibition obviously applies to idolatry 

and not to pictures in the modern sense. This was one of the symbolic points on 
which Jewish Lithuanian tradition became more lenient.

These are but seven of the dozens of “Gaons” imagined by artists who 
never saw him. Note that he is sometimes portrayed wearing the traditional tfiln 

(tefillin, phylacteries) of the head and tallis (prayershawl). The tfiln are worn on 
the head and the weaker arm by males over the age of majority during weekday 

morning prayer, and by some sages during study and scribal work as well.
There is only one picture of the Gaon that was drawn from life. It appears 

later in this volume (seep. 139).
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Talmud

A typical page (much reduced!) of 
the famed Romm Vilna edition of 
the Babylonian Talmud. The central 
column is the Aramaic Gemora. The 
Talmudic text (in square Hebrew 
characters) is surrounded by com­

mentaries (in rabbinic type font 

known as “Rashi script”). Most 

prominent among them are the 
commentaries of Rashi (without 
large type drop-cap words — in this 
page on the left), and Toysfes, com­
pilations of medieval rabbinic com­
mentaries from Old Ashkenaz
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(identifiable by the larger letters at 

the start of new sections — in this

case at the right). The Gaon ofVilna’s commentary here (as usual!) comprises a tiny 
paragraph (marked by the added arrow and circle), in which he cites the sources ne­

cessary to solve the difficulties arising from the discussion. It is typical for a few words 

of the Gaon to resolve issues that other commentators grappled with for centuries, 

and it is typical for him to do it through a few cross references. This page is 3 lb from 
the tractate Kidushin (laws of betrothal and marriage).
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The V ilner S hu l-heyf

In the days of ancient Israel, there were no synagogues. There were various 
central tabernacles, most famously at Shiloh in the time of the Judges, followed 
by King Solomon’s Temple in Jerusalem. It was after the destruction of the 
Temple in 586 BC, and the exile to Babylonia, that local houses of prayer ap­

parently developed. It is not until around the first century AD that the syna­

gogue is a widely known and stable concept. In Jewish culture, the idea is tra­
ditionally traced back to a passage in Ezekiel, the first prophet to arise in the 

exile: “Thus saith the Lord God: Although I have removed them far off among 
the nations, and although I have scattered them among the countries, yet have 
I been to them as a little sanctuary in the countries where they shall come’” 
(Ezekiel 11: 16). The concept of “little sanctuary” has come to mean the local 
synagogue, reflecting the historic shift from statehood to dispersion.

For the Jews of Lithuania, there was, in addition to all the local and 
diverse prayerhouses across the land, the closest thing Europe ever had to a 

spiritual “temple mount.” That was the Vilner Shul-heyf, the “synagogue court­

yard” of the Great Synagogue in Vilna. The Yiddish term Shul-heyf (Shul-hoyf 

in Standard Yiddish, shulejin rapid speech) always has a ring of sanctity and 
warmth. Combined with the enchanted force of the word “Vilna,” its awesome­
ness was more intense still.



G re a t S y n ag o g u e  
C o u r ty a rd  in  V iln a  
iV iln er Shul-heyf)

1.
The Great Synagogue
(di greyse shul or di shtot-shul
“the city synagogue”)
2 .
Antechamber
(polish)
3.
Women’s section 1 
(ezras-noshim, downstairs)
4.
Women’s section 2 
(ezras-noshim, on two floors)
5.
The Matisyohu Strashun library 
(Strashun biblyotek)
6 .
Untertakers’ prayerhouse 
(kabronishe kloyz)
7.
Women’s section of Gaon’s
prayerhouse
(ezras-noshim)
8.
The New Prayerhouse/
Yesod’s Prayerhouse 
(di naye kloyz/ 
dem Yesods kloyz)
9.
Workmen’s Society Prayerhouse 
(Kloyz khevre poyalim)

After D. Maggicl (1901)
by Ciiedre Bcconyte

G e r m a n  S t r e e t  ( D a y t s h e  g a s ,  n o w  V o k i e c i i j )

Gitke Teybe’s Streetlet \  \

(Gitke-Teybes zavulik, now Mikalojaus )



The I ihwi' Shul hcvf

Section of the Vilner Shul-heyf,’ heart of the city’s Jewish Quarter. The 
courtyard was an L-shaped area facing onto the narrow Yidishe gas (“Jewish 
Street,” now Zydq gatve in Vilnius), and backing onto Daytshe gas (“German 

Street,” now Vokieciq). But this part of Yidishe gas no longer exists. Before the 
war, this narrow street continued right into Daytshe gas (see map on p. 114).

The Great Synagogue, known throughout Lithuania as Digreyse shul (the 

“great synagogue”) was at the heart of the Vilner Shul-heyf Vilna’s Jews preferred 
the simpler name Di shtot-shul (“the city synagogue”). 

It was a magnificent structure, built in 157 3. To main­

tain lofty proportions without violating restrictions on 
height imposed by the authorities, the floor was sunk 
beneath ground level, and steps led down into the grand 

structure, built in the spirit of Italian renaissance. Per­
haps its magnificence seemed that much greater for 
being situated in a small area of winding little streetlets 

and alleyways packed solid with little religious, com­

munal and historic structures that gave spiritual suste­

nance far and wide.

The Great Synagogue of Vilna has 
been the focus of many legends. On one 
part of its roof, an old cannonball stood for 
a century and a half. People (not only Jews) 
came from far and wide to see it. The story 
told goes back to Russia’s siege of Vilna in 

1792. When Catherine II’s forces were raining cannon fire on the 

old city, as many Jews as could fit huddled into the Great Synagogue. 
An emissary convinced the reclusive Gaon of Vilna, who was not a 
f requenter of places with large crowds, to come and lead a prayer 
for safety. Lyliohu opened the sacred ark and led the people in recit­
ing Psalm 20 seven times. Just then, a cannonball hit the Greyse shul, 
landing harmlessly on the roof, where it was to remain until the de­

struction of Jewish Vilna by the Nazis during the Holocaust.

The Great Synagogue was not the oldest structure in the Vilner 

shul-heyf. It had been built adjacent to the older prayerhouse which 

subsequently became known as Kloyz yoshn (“The Little Old 
Prayerhouse”). According to the community’s records, the Kloyz 

yoshn had been erected around 1440.
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Inside the Cire.it Vilna Svna^)<uie
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Inside the Cireat Yilna Synagogue

View of the bima
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The Kloyz-yoshn was itself joined by a newkloyz, built in the middle 17 50s, 

endowed by the Yesod, a well-known Vilna philanthropist whos acronymic comes 
from his name and professions: Yehudo safro ve-dayono (Aramaic for “Judah the 
scribe and judge”). A doorway was built linking the new and old kloyz.

In 1800, three years af ter the Gaon of Vilna’s death, the community built 
a studyhouse on the site of his own house. Nobody knows whether this was a 

remodeling or a case of razing and rebuilding from scratch. Be that as it may, a 

classic Vilna custom developed, and in some Lithuanian Jewish sense, dem Goens 

kloyz (“The Gaon’s Little Studyhouse”) came to represent the ideals of this cul­

ture even more than the Great Synagogue. In memory of the Gaon, it was made

into a place where ten scholars at 
a time (the number of the tradi­
tional Jewish mmyen or prayer 
quorum) would be immersed in 
studying twenty-four hours a day. 

When one participant left, he 

was immediately replaced by an­

other. This special group of 
scholars were men who had de­

cided to live their lives in the 
spirit of the Gaon, and take peri­
ods of time away from their 

wives and families and other 
pursuits, to devote themselves 

entirely to study. They were 

known as dem Goens prushim 

msiut* tuoy.xosnn ime (“the Gaon’s prushim,” plural of poresh “one who withdraws from the concerns

“ litt le  old pravei-house” ) of this world to be immersed in study”). From 1800 until the Holocaust, ten of

the Gaon’s prushim sat at the long table here, day and night, night and day.
There were many other prayerhouses and studyhouses in the Vilner Shul- 

heyf\ including: the Shive-kruim (“the seven called,” named for the practice of 

keeping the number of those called to bless the Torah Sabbath mornings to the 

traditional seven, unlike some places where the number was increased because 
distribution of this honorific function yielded contributions); the Kabronishe 

kloyz (gravediggers’ prayerhouse); Gmiles-khesed (prayerhouse of the society to 
help poor people)\Maldrske (painters’ prayerhouse); Khsidim-shtibl (the Hasidic 

prayerhouse).



In addition to the many prayerhouscs, the Vilner Shul-hejf was home to 

the offices of the Vilna Jewish Community, the bes-din (bezdn, the rabbinical 

court), and an array of social, philanthropic and academic institutions. The 
community well and ritual bath houses were also located in the courtyard.

In 1902, the famed Vilna library of Matisyohu (Mathias) Strashun (see 
p. 188) was relocated from its original home to a purpose built library built on 
to the great synagogue. Its collection included Talmudic and Kabbalistic tracts 
as well as Vilna’s best collection of modern Judaica in many languages. The 
modern Hebrew and Yiddish movements naturally had their own social and 

cultural gathering places, apart from the religious traditionalists of the Great 

Synagogue Courtyard. But when it came to reading, studying and libraries, the 

universal Lithuanian Jewish love of learning overcame political and ideologi­
cal schisms. At the Strashun Library, venerable long-bearded rabbis sat happily 
alongside modernist scholars and students who were immersed in study of all 
kinds of books and subjects. And so it came to pass that in one fell swoop a 
cherished intellectual address of modern Jewish Vilna found itself in the heart 

of the city’s central Shul-heyf.

The scholar who best f athomed the historic 

import of the Vilner Shul-heyf, and who worked 
very hard every day for it to become a harmoni­
ous home for modern as well as traditional Jew­
ish learning, was the famed librarian of the 

Strashun Library, Chaikel (Khaykl) Lunski. Born 
into a family of scholars in Slonim around 1881, 

he was a child prodigy who was appointed librar­
ian of the Strashun Library as a teenager in the mid 

1890s. In that role, he became known in Lita as

At the start of the twentie th century, the famed 

Strashun L ibra ry was relocated to this purpose 

bu ilt s tructure which was bu ilt on to the Great 

Synagogue. The spindles, a fam ilia r architectura l 

detail o f the synagogue’s roof area, remained 

visible abo\e the library. L
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der sheymerjun Yerusholdyim d’Lite (the Guardian — Vilna Yiddish sheymer tor 

standard shoymer) of Jerusalem of Lithuania. In 1916 he published his classic 
piece about the Shul-heyf enumerating its dazzling array of spiritual, educa­
tional, religious and social activities. His knowledge of every book and every 
detail in the cultural history of Lithuanian Jewry became known internation­
ally, and he was “the first address” of innumerable foreign visitors. With the 

rest of Vilna Jewry, Lunski was incarcerated in the Vilna Ghetto in 1941. The 

“Little Ghetto” where the Great Synagogue and the Strashun Library were lo­
cated, was liquidated shortly thereaf ter. Lunski was transferred to the “Large 

Ghetto” and swif tly renewed his work as “librarian to the people” in the read­

ing hall on Strashun Street (now Zemaitijos gatve) which was to exist up until 
the final annihilation of the Vilna Ghetto in September 1943. The incarcerated, 

hungry, suf fering and doomed Jews of the Vilna Ghetto celebrated the borrow­
ing of the Ghetto library’s one hundred thousandth book on 13 December 1942. 
There are dif ferent accounts of Lunski’s death. Some reported that he was tor­

tured to death in the ghetto in 1943. Others recounted that he took his own life 

rather than be transported. In a letter dated December 31st 1941 he had written 

to Vilna Ghetto diarist Herman Kruk: “Thinking 
of the thousands of innocent, pure people mur­
dered in Ponar [the inf amous killing ground out­
side Vilna] af ki'desh-hashem (sanctification of 

God’s name), of the destruction of all our holy 
things, the destruction of our cultural institutions, 
and so on, I do not want to live. Rather than be 

killed by a murderous hand in the pits at Ponar, it 

is better to kill myself and at least have a Jewish 

grave.” (See the reference to the recently pub­
lished Lnglish translation of Herman Kruk’s di­
ary in the bibliography at the end of this volume.)

Chaikel Lunski, the “ Guardian of 

Jerusalem o f L ithuan ia” L
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Scant Remnants in Today’s Vilnius

1 2 0 The Gaon of Vilna’s “miniature mausoleum,” like most of the old 
Jewish cemetery of Vilna, survived the Holocaust but was destroyed 
by Soviet authorities, when the old Jewish cemetery was obliterated 
to make way for a stadium (the building still stands). The original gra­
vestones of the Gaon and his immediate f amily were moved to the new 

Jewish cemetery (some think that these graves were moved twice af­

ter the war). Visitors from around the world come to visit and pray at 

the site. Many leave personal notes containing wishes, hopes and qu­
estions, according to an old tradition of leaving notes at the most hal­
lowed graves.
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î .aŝ ibrBn jrpnm
""" -tW BPWflP̂W' K

... 3*n?K CTJT 2
----- irnovi

win 
r..jr?£*?rrw 
.̂..nTiTapittrOTi*

to.........few win*
ip.... la jrto w in i
■&.... B̂TTiWTni
m.. i7DC0Tnmyni,ni
a ....wmrjjnm
r.....nnjrmsy tc
A......wnunrrw,
ijUTV

>
Q

A colorful poster indicating which chapters of Psalms are to be recited 

on which days of the year according “to the custom of the Gro.” Gro is an ac­

ronym for the Gaon, Reb Hyliohu (the Gaon of Vilna). This poster belonged to 

the Beys Yankev (Beth Jacob) congregation of leather workers before the war. 
It now hangs in the Khor-shul, the only functioning synagogue in Vilnius, on 

Pylimo Street (known in Yiddish by its prewar name, Zavalne). By most 
counts, there were 105 synagogues in town before the war, in addition to many 
smaller prayer rooms and studyhouses.

A surviving prewar poster with

the Gaon’s instructions



Hasidim  and M isnagdim

The Gaon of Vilna never did collect all his many 

Talmudic insights and rulings on points of law into 

a single new structured compendium of Jewish 

law, as Maimonides, Jacob ben Asher and Joseph 

Karo had done before him. As we have just seen, 

the Gaon’s sons recorded that he didn’t put to­

gether such a compendium because it was not the 

will of God that he do so, and so it may be.

But it is also the case that Eyliohu of Vilna 

did not in his later years enjoy scholarly tranquil­

ity. For all his success in staying aloof from per­

sonal, communal and rabbinic conflicts, whether 

in Vilna or elsewhere, his deepest convictions led 

him to hurl himself into one of the most bitter con­

flicts within world Jewry in the last thousand years. 

That conflict is of course the Hasidic-Misnagdic 

confrontation of the late eighteenth century.

Hasidism was a dynamic new Jewish move­

ment that arose in the earlier eighteenth century 

in Podolia, the part of Ukraine south ofVolhynia 

that sits between the Dniester and the southern 

Bug. Despite the relative proximity (and the shar­

ing of borders, both internal Jewish and national 

borders), and despite a common Ashkenazic heri­

tage, the histories of the two Jewries were very 

different. While the Litvaks enjoyed relative peace 

and tranquility in the Grand Duchy of Lithuania “up 

north,” both before and after the 1569 Union of 

Lublin federation with Poland, Ukrainian Jewry 

suf fered a devastating catastrophe in the mid sev­

enteenth century.

To traditional East European Jews this ca­

tastrophe is known as Gzejres takh-v’tat (“The Evil 

Decrees of the Years [5]408-[5]409” = 1648- 

1649). Modern historians call it the Chmielnitski 

massacres (even if their prime instigator, Bogdan 

Chmielnitski, continues to be regarded as a great 

nationalist hero in Ukraine). In brief, Chmielnitski 

(Chmielnicki, Khmelnitski etc.) led a peasant and 

Cossack rebellion against Polish rule of the Ukraine 

(he later took Ukraine into union with Russia). His 

hordes sacked hundreds of Jewish communities 

and murdered many thousands. Historians con­

tinue to debate the magnitude of the numbers, but 

the multiple accounts that have survived all attest to 

savage brutality, mass murder of entire populations 

of towns, and the destruction of much of Jewish life 

in the Ukraine.
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A decimated and devastated Ukrainian 

Jewry, sinking in mass mourning, impoverishment 

and near hopelessness, was ripe for belief in some 

sort of imminent redemption by God. The “relief ” 

that came was in the form of a false Messiah from a 

faraway land, Shabse Tsvi (modern Hebrew 

Shabbetai Tzvi; in Hnglish most frequently 

Sabbethai Zevi). Born in Smyrna (now Izmir), Tur­

key in 1626, Shabse Tsvi developed a mass follow­

ing among Jews in many countries who believed his 

claims of being the long awaited Messiah who would 

redeem his suffering people. In many localities, bit­

ter disputes arose between his supporters and 

opponents. He claimed to have the right to abrogate 

Jewish laws and to find purity through sin, and he 

even found himself a “prophet,” Nathan of Gaza, 

who played the traditional role of Hlijah in herald­

ing the coming of God’s anointed. Kabbalists and 

soothsayers, and Jewish and Christian 

millenarians alike, had settled on the year 1666 as 

the year of redemption. Well, 1666 came, and con­

fronted by a suspicious sultan with the choice of 

conversion to Islam or death, he chose to save his 

own skin (becoming Mehmed Ffendi in the pro­

cess), and redeemed nobody. Nevertheless, the 

Sabbatean sect continued to exert its influence, of­

ten in secret. His supporters looked upon the disas­

ters of Ukrainian Jewry as traditional harbingers, or 

“birthpangs of the Messianic age” upon which 

much had been written in mainstream kabbalistic 

literature. One follow-up was a remarkable second 

false Messiah, Jacob Frank (1726—  1791), a native 

of Podolia who attracted supporters in Poland, Ger­

many and elsewhere.

The seventeenth century destruction of 

much of Ukrainian Jewry naturally had a crushing 

effect on Talmudic studies there. Hven for those 

who were not swayed by the Sabbateans, or who 

were sorely disappointed by the exposure of their 

savior as a fraud, the culture of mysticism ran 

deeper and deeper. Forms of “practical Kabbalah” 

(as opposed to philosophical or “speculative” 

Kabbalah) arose. Practical Kabbalah purported to 

perform miracles. In particular a class of everyday 

wonderworkers called baaleyshem (“masters of the 

name [of God]”) were thought able to help the sick 

and hopeless with amulets containing allegedly 

kabbalistic combinations of various of the sacred 

and inef fable names of the Almighty. They had ex­

isted well before the false Messiah, but they prolif­

erated during an age of messianic fervor.

Into this time and place came a new move­

ment that is today one of the most powerful Jew­

ish religious blocs, and that demographers agree 

will grow to represent the majority of 

unassimilated world Jewry in the fullness of time. 

It is called Hasidism (Yiddish khsides, Ashkenazic 

Hebrew khasi'dus, Israeli chasidut). A follower is 

known as a Hasid, plural Hasidim (Yiddish 

khosid— khsidim, Ashkenazic Hebrew khosid— 

khasfdim, Israeli chasi'd —chasidi'm) In Yiddish, the 

spoken language of the traditional Jewish com­

munities in question, the term acquired two 

meanings. A khosid (or khusid in Ukrainian and 

Polish Yiddish) can refer to someone who is an 

actively practicing Hasid. It can also mean more 

generally a “follower,” especially in intimate, col­

loquial usage. So and so can have, say, “hiskhsidim”



which can translate into the contemporary sense 

of “admirers” or “followers.” The older Hebrew 

meaning was more along the lines of “goodhearted 

person” from the ancient Semitic root for “kind­

ness” or “generosity of spirit.”

The Hasidic movement, like its like- 

named antecedent in old Ashkenaz in Germany 

(see p. 40), was deeply mystical. But, unlike the 

many ascetic traditions of earlier mystics, it 

preached joy, happiness and closeness to God via 

optimism, ecstasy, and feeling high as much of the 

time as possible. Its founder was Yisroel Baal 

Shem Tov (Israel, the master of the good name, 

or, some would have it, the good master of the 

name). He is also known by his acronym, the 

Besht. He lived from about 1700 to 1760 in 

Podolia, and is most associated with the village 

Mezhibuzh. He became known as a wonder-wor­

king charismatic who built up a hojf (a Hasidic 

court). Previously, the word rebbe (rebe), had been 

(and continues to be) the intimate form of rov or 

rabbi, for a traditional teacher, and also the voca­

tive in addressing a rabbi in the second person (one 

begins with “Rebbe!” when addressing a tradi­

tional rabbi in Yiddish). The new Hasidic move­

ment of the eighteenth century turned it into the 

specific title of their guru-like charismatic leader. 

He was (and is) for them der rebe (“the Rebbe”).

A major league of rebbes arose upon the 

Baal Shem Tov’s death. Leadership of the new sect 

passed to others, including Dov-Ber of Mezritsh 

(died ± 1772), known in Hasidic lore as der 

Mezritsher mdgid (“the preacher of Mezritsh”). 

Dov-Ber is sometimes considered the first major

“convert” because he was a profound scholar and 

speculative kabbalist. According to the lore, he 

had made himself sick with excessive asceticism 

and sought (and obtained) a cure from the Baal 

Shem Tov. He gave the new movement a more 

profound kabbalistic underpinning and organiza­

tional structure.

By then hasidism was known for having 

introduced practices of ecstasy and highness, in­

cluding fierce and violent movement during long, 

extended trances of prayer, somersaulting, and 

what seemed to outsiders to be constant merry­

making. There continue to be different views on 

the use or abuse of alcohol, substance smoking and 

various forms of sex among the first generation of 

the new sect. As happens in history, the radicals 

of yesterday were to become the perceived ultra­

conservatives of a later age.

Dov-Ber of Mezritsh who tolerated or sup­

ported much of these popular practices was also a 

profound scholar who introduced a number of 

theological innovations. An expert on serious 

Kabbalah, he was at home with the works of the 

celebrated sixteenth century mystics of Safad in 

the Galilee. He discarded the accepted 

Ashkenazic prayerbook and replaced it with the 

one compiled by the great mystic, the Ari (Isaac 

Luria, 153A— 1572). To moderns the differences 

may seem very minor but within a culture where 

every received word is holy, this was explosive. In 

a more philosophical bent, Dov-Ber, influenced 

by another Safad mystic, Moses Cordovero 

(1 522— 1 570), introduced a kind of pantheism, 

the component that claims that God is present in
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A decimated and devastated Ukrainian 

Jewry, sinking in mass mourning, impoverishment 

and near hopelessness, was ripe for belief in some 

sort of imminent redemption by God. The “relief ” 

that came was in the form of a false Messiah from a 

faraway land, Shabse Tsvi (modern Hebrew 

Shabbetai Tzvi; in Hnglish most frequently 

Sabbethai Zevi). Born in Smyrna (now Izmir), Tur­

key in 1626, Shabse Tsvi developed a mass follow­

ing among Jews in many countries who believed his 

claims of being the long awaited Messiah who would 

redeem his suf f ering people. In many localities, bit­

ter disputes arose between his supporters and 

opponents. He claimed to have the right to abrogate 

Jewish laws and to find purity through sin, and he 

even found himself a “prophet,” Nathan of Gaza, 

who played the traditional role of Hlijah in herald­

ing the coming of God’s anointed. Kabbalists and 

soothsayers, and Jewish and Christian 

millenarians alike, had settled on the year 1666 as 

the year of redemption. Well, 1666 came, and con­

fronted by a suspicious sultan with the choice of 

conversion to Islam or death, he chose to save his 

own skin (becoming Mehmed Ffendi in the pro­

cess), and redeemed nobody. Nevertheless, the 

Sabbatean sect continued to exert its influence, of­

ten in secret. His supporters looked upon the disas­

ters of Ukrainian Jewry as traditional harbingers, or 

“birthpangs of the Messianic age” upon which 

much had been written in mainstream kabbalistic 

literature. One follow-up was a remarkable second 

false Messiah, Jacob Frank (1726—  1791), a native 

of Podolia who attracted supporters in Poland, Ger­

many and elsewhere.

The seventeenth century destruction of 

much of Ukrainian Jewry naturally had a crushing 

effect on Talmudic studies there, Fven for those 

who were not swayed by the Sabbateans, or who 

were sorely disappointed by the exposure of their 

savior as a fraud, the culture of mysticism ran 

deeper and deeper. Forms of “practical Kabbalah” 

(as opposed to philosophical or “speculative” 

Kabbalah) arose. Practical Kabbalah purported to 

perform miracles. In particular a class of everyday 

wonderworkers called baaleyshem (“masters of the 

name [of God]”) were thought able to help the sick 

and hopeless with amulets containing allegedly 

kabbalistic combinations of various of the sacred 

and inef f able names of the Almighty. They had ex­

isted well before the false Messiah, but they prolif­

erated during an age of messianic fervor.

Into this time and place came a new move­

ment that is today one of the most powerful Jew­

ish religious blocs, and that demographers agree 

will grow to represent the majority of 

unassimilated world Jewry in the fullness of time. 

It is called Hasidism (Yiddish khsides, Ashkenazic 

Hebrew khasi'dus, Israeli chasidut). A follower is 

known as a Hasid, plural Hasidim (Yiddish 

khosid— khsidim, Ashkenazic Hebrew khosid— 

khasidim, Israeli chasid— chasidfm) In Yiddish, the 

spoken language of the traditional Jewish com­

munities in question, the term acquired two 

meanings. A khosid (or khusid in Ukrainian and 

Polish Yiddish) can refer to someone who is an 

actively practicing Hasid. It can also mean more 

generally a “follower,” especially in intimate, col­

loquial usage. So and so can have, say, “hiskhsidim”



which can translate into the contemporary sense 

of “admirers” or “followers.” The older Hebrew 

meaning was more along the lines of “goodhearted 

person” from the ancient Semitic root for “kind­

ness” or “generosity of spirit.”

The Hasidic movement, like its like- 

named antecedent in old Ashkenaz in Germany 

(see p. 40), was deeply mystical. But, unlike the 

many ascetic traditions of earlier mystics, it 

preached joy, happiness and closeness to God via 

optimism, ecstasy, and feeling high as much of the 

time as possible. Its founder was Yisroel Baal 

Shem Tov (Israel, the master of the good name, 

or, some would have it, the good master of the 

name). He is also known by his acronym, the 

Besht. He lived from about 1700 to 1760 in 

Podolia, and is most associated with the village 

Mezhibuzh. He became known as a wonder-wor­

king charismatic who built up a hojf (a Hasidic 

court). Previously, the word rebbe (rebe), had been 

(and continues to be) the intimate form of rov or 

rabbi, for a traditional teacher, and also the voca­

tive in addressing a rabbi in the second person (one 

begins with “Rebbe!” when addressing a tradi­

tional rabbi in Yiddish). The new Hasidic move­

ment of the eighteenth century turned it into the 

specific title of their guru-like charismatic leader. 

He was (and is) for them der rebe (“the Rebbe”).

A major league of rebbes arose upon the 

Baal Shem Tov’s death. Leadership of the new sect 

passed to others, including Dov-Ber of Mezritsh 

(died ± 1772), known in Hasidic lore as der 

Mezritsher magid (“the preacher of Mezritsh”). 

Dov-Ber is sometimes considered the first major

“convert” because he was a profound scholar and 

speculative kabbalist. According to the lore, he 

had made himself sick with excessive asceticism 

and sought (and obtained) a cure from the Baal 

Shem Tov. He gave the new movement a more 

profound kabbalistic underpinning and organiza­

tional structure.

By then hasidism was known for having 

introduced practices of ecstasy and highness, in­

cluding f ierce and violent movement during long, 

extended trances of prayer, somersaulting, and 

what seemed to outsiders to be constant merry­

making. There continue to be different views on 

the use or abuse of alcohol, substance smoking and 

various forms of sex among the first generation of 

the new sect. As happens in history, the radicals 

of yesterday were to become the perceived ultra­

conservatives of a later age.

Dov-Ber of Mezritsh who tolerated or sup­

ported much of these popular practices was also a 

profound scholar who introduced a number of 

theological innovations. An expert on serious 

Kabbalah, he was at home with the works of the 

celebrated sixteenth century mystics of Safad in 

the Galilee. He discarded the accepted 

Ashkenazic prayerbook and replaced it with the 

one compiled by the great mystic, the Ari (Isaac

Luria, 1534--- 1572). To moderns the differences

may seem very minor but within a culture where 

every received word is holy, this was explosive. In 

a more philosophical bent, Dov-Ber, influenced 

by another Safad mystic, Moses Cordovero 

(1522— 1570), introduced a kind of pantheism, 

the component that claims that God is present in
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everything, and everything is part of God. The 

popular and the metaphysical were fused in the 

concept of devekuth (Yiddish dveykes, Ashkenazic 

dveykus, Israeli devekut). From an ancient Semitic 

root for “cleave to” it came to refer to the state of 

elevated spirituality of a certain kind of ecstasy, by 

which every human being can come into intimate 

contact with the part of God that is to be found 

everywhere, even in the most mundane things 

encountered in daily life.

Another major personality in the early days 

of the Hasidic movement was Jacob Joseph of 

Polonnoye. His main work, which appeared in 

1780, evolved the concept of the tsadik (literally 

“righteous person” or “saint,” plural tsadikim) as 

a kind of technical term referring to a higher 

souled individual whom simple people need for 

communication with God and spiritual needs. In 

popular usage, tsadik became a synonym to rebbe.

Rebbes and tsadikim proliferated. The 

movement spread with extraordinary rapidity 

througout Ukraine, Poland, and Galicia. Many of 

the rebbes of that period became founders of dy­

nasties. The name of each dynasty came from the 

village, town or city. Among the most famous are 

the dynasties of Belz (now in Ukraine), Bratslav 

(Ukraine), Ger (Gora Kalwaria, Poland), Satmar 

(Szatmarnemeti in Hungarian, now Satu-Mare, 

Rumania), Tshernobl (Chernobyl, Ukraine, yes 

the same one...), Vizhnitz (Vizhnitsa or Vijnita, 

Ukraine). There are many more. In Hasidic ar­

eas such as Brooklyn’s Boro Park, one can see on 

numerous buildings the Jewish names of Hast Hu- 

ropean towns, many of them now small and un­

known dots on maps. Just as in the history of 

Lithuanian Jewry, the Jewish cultural space does 

not always match any current political configura­

tion. Within Hast Huropean Jewish cultural his­

tory, Satmar is in Hungary, Belz is in Galicia, and 

so forth.

The powers of the rebbe (or tsadik) were 

believed to be passed on genetically. As a result 

hasidism became largely dynastic. Many of 

today’s Hasidic rebbes are direct descendants of 

the founders of their dynasty. The Yiddish word 

hoyf (literally “yard”) came in Hasidic culture to 

be expanded to the concepts “court” and “dy­

nasty.”

Hasidism developed the art of storytelling 

in the vernacular Yiddish. Without the modern 

concepts “language loyalty” or “feminism” being 

in its vocabulary, needless to say, it nevertheless 

elevated the status of the native language and of 

women (and for that matter all of the uneducated- 

in-Talmud population) by stressing the spiritual 

capacity of every simple person to attain spiritu­

ality in the absence of years of academic study. 

Analogously, traditional Jewish melodies, songs, 

dances and other types of folk creativity were el­

evated in stature and acceptability.

Lor a survey of late twentieth century re­

search on Hasidism, the reader is referred to Pro­

fessor Ada Rapoport- Albert’s anthology of papers 

by the top scholars in the field, Hasidism Reap­

praised (London, 1997), and to Gershon Hundert’s 

Essential Papers on Hasidism (New York, 1991).



It docs not require much imagination to 

visualize how Lyliohu the Gaon of Vilna — or 

Lithuanian Jewish scholars more generally — 

would react to all this.

In everyday life: uninhibited body move­

ments during extended ecstatic prayer, not al­

ways within the timeframes prescribed by Jew­

ish law; merrymaking, somersaulting; frequent 

singing, dancing, drinking, smoking; an empha­

sis on passion.

In the structure of the community: eleva­

tion of individuals to the status of infallible leaders 

of Jewry on the basis of perceived mystical powers 

rather than educational and academic achievement 

in the world of Talmudic study; belief in the trans­

mission of these qualities genetically.

In theology: belief in a form of pantheism.

In religious life: switching of prayerbook 

texts to a foreign tradition and other innovations 

(for example, in the details of the knife used for 

ritual slaughter).

But beyond any roster of details (and this 

illustrative list could be made rather longer) there 

were two unforgivable transgressions in the eyes 

of traditional rabbinic Judaism: first, the relega­

tion of study to a position rather low down on the 

ladder of Jewish priorities, and second, the mul­

tiple perceived changes in Jewish law (from vio­

lating the laws setting the specific times of prayer 

to using finely honed slaughtering knives of 

smelted steel).

And, lurking in the near and barely subcon­

scious background was the fear that after the still- 

fresh Sabbatean and brankist false-messiah move­

ments, here it was all over again, a dangerous 

messianic movement.

Nevertheless, it is most likely that there 

would have been no great dispute had Hasidism 

stayed in its “box,” in other words, its native ar­

eas of Ukraine, Poland, Galicia and Hungary, in 

short, the non-Lithuanian, southern areas of Jew­

ish Lastern Lurope.

Serious trouble broke out when Hasidism 

began to make inroads in Lithuania. Lven worse, 

the ideas and behavior of the Hasidim in 

Lithuania tended by and large to be closer to that 

of Lithuanian Jewry than down south, and this 

made the “threat” that the Hasidim were posing 

to established authority all the more “dangerous.” 

It is well known from history that two close tradi­

tions can be in much more bitter confrontation 

than two distant ones, though “closeness” is of 

course measured by the view of the beholder. To 

the groups themselves, each “little” difference can 

have very “big” import.

It was Dov-Ber of Mezritsh who set the 

heart of a number of his most talented disciples on 

slaying the great dragon: bringing Hasidism to Lita.

The first serious Hasidic outpost in 

Lithuania was set up in the early 1760s, not far 

from Ukraine, in a neighborhood of Pinsk (now 

Belarus) then known as Karlin. One of Dov-Ber’s 

followers was Aaron of Karlin. Aaron (“Aaron the 

Great” to the Hasidim) set up a little prayerhouse 

there. Although given to frequent fasting himself, 

and instructing his Hasidim to study the Bible, he 

was a charismatic builder of a Hasidic court. He 

was known for preaching that depression is a se-

12
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rious sin, and jov a vital component of true belief. 

Lor some time, opponents of Hasidism used the 

term Karh'ner for I lasidim generally, or at least for 

all those in Lithuania.

There were to be others, extending ever 

deeper into Lithuania.

Chaim-Chaikel (or Chaike for short) of 

Amdur started out as a khazn (cantor) in Karlin.

1 le became a disciple of Aaron who was himself a 

disciple of Dov-Ber who was a disciple of the Baal 

Shem Ibv (in an example of the early master-dis­

ciple chains responsible for the rapid spread of the 

movement). In the late 1760s, he began to set up 

his Hasidic court at Amdur (now Indura, 

Belarus) just south of the great Lithuanian Jewish 

center at Grodna. He was a serious religious 

thinker who propounded the idea that people 

must neutralize their own will before that ol God. 

Lor several years up to his death in 1787 he was 

the one and only Hasidic rebbe in all Lithuania.

The movement reached northeastern 

Lithuania, when Menachem-Mendel of Vitebsk 

(17 30— 1788), another disciple of Dov-Ber’s, 

was driven from Minsk, and relocated to Haradok 

in the Vitebsk area in 1773. I le was a towering 

figure who svnthesized the Hasidic version of 

God-in-evervthingwith the Lithuanian emphasis 

on the studv of Torah. He took for a major point a 

statement on the verv f irst page of the central work 

of Kabbalah, the Xohar, that innovation in the 

study of Torah goes right up to the cosmos where 

it creates a new heaven. Moreover, he conceived 

of the tsddik more as a teacher and guide than some 

kind ol miracle worker.

Menachem-Mendel settled in the Land of 

Israel in 1777, leaving a gap in leadership in a 

movement that was making huge strides in win­

ning the hearts and minds ol much of the Jewish 

population ol eastern Lithuania.

Israel ben Peretz, vet another pupil of Dov- 

Ber of Mezritsh, settled in Polotsk (now Polack, 

Belarus) in 1772, and became known as Israel of 

Polotsk (Reb Yisroel Polotsker). He emigrated to 

Israel with Menachem-Mendel but returned to 

his homeland a few vears later to raise funds for 

the Hasidim who had settled in the Holv Land.

In the waning years of the eighteenth cen- 

turv and through the first decade of the nine­

teenth, Lithuanian Hasidism was left with two 

verv different figures. One of them, Avrdm 

Kolishker (of Koleshik, now Koljuski, Belarus), 

near Vitebsk, was much closer in his behavior to 

southern Hasidism than to the newlv emerging 

Lithuanian varietv. I le was known lor his ecstatic 

somersaults and headstands during praver, wild 

parties “to drive awav sadness” and vitriolic out­

bursts against the top scholars of his time who 

opposed the new movement. I le emigrated to Is­

rael with Menachem-Mendel in 1777 but re­

mained in touch all his lile through correspon­

dence, emissaries and involvement in fundraising 

and internecine conflicts. Truth to tell, his behav­

ior attracted much opposition on the part of manv 

leaders of Lithuanian hasidism. Because he and his 

I lasidim made their appearance in Koleshik in the 

vear 55 30 [ = 1769-1770), an acronym derived 

from the I Iebrew letters which spell out that vear 

in the Jewish calendar, tolk, came to be an appella-



tion for “the crazies” who duly became “the 

Hasidim of tolk” Kolishker died in 1810. There is 

linguistic humor in the name insofar as makhn a 

tolk in Yiddish has the sense of “bring in order 

[something wild or unruly]” and the moderates 

among the Hasidim saw the need to bring a tolk to 

the “crazies” who were creating the misimpression 

that all Hasidim were somehow “wild.”

The other figure was quite the opposite. 

He was a great Talmudic scholar and kabbalist. In 

fact he was in many ways a quintessential Litvak, 

a sort of eastern Lithuanian Gaon-of-Vilna type

11 is scholarly accomplishments include a 

new version of the Shulkhon orukhy of which part 

was destroyed in fire and part published posthu­

mously. In 1797 he published the first part of the 

work for which he is most famous, Likutey amorim 

(“Collections of Sayings”), better known from its 

first word by the name Tanya (Aramaic for “we 

have learned,” a frequent way of starting a discus­

sion in the Talmud, pronounced tcinye in Yiddish). 

In the opinion of many, it is the most profound 

exposition of Hasidic doctrine written by any of 

the early I Iasidic masters.

Shneur-Zalmen’s life was both tragic and 

triumphant. It is a life that was intricately bound 

up with the Hasidic-Misnagdic struggle within 

Lithuanian Jewry.

The path for the Hasidic inroad into 

Lithuania was enabled in part by the Polish-

Lithuanian Commonwealth decision in 1764 to 

close down both the Council of the Lour Lands as 

well as the Council of Lithuania. The weakening 

of central Jewish authority opened more doors for 

dissent as well as “infiltration.” While the heart­

land and the west (Zamet) were not susceptible, 

there were “openings” in the east (Raysn).

As we saw in the biography of the Gaon by 

his sons in the previous chapter, he had influential 

pupils in Shklov. They even founded the first 

known yeshivas in the spirit of the Gaon during 

his lifetime (see map of Lithuanian yeshivas, p. 

147). In 1771 the rabbinic authorities of Shklov 

cracked down on the new sectarians, and the 

seized documents were sent to the Gaon in Vilna 

for examination. The Gaon agreed with the 

Shklov authorities and pronounced these docu­

ments the work of heretics.

At the same time, roughly, trouble broke 

out in Vilna itself. A circle of followers of 

Menachem-Mendel of Vitebsk had established a 

kloyz or little prayerhouse in the bastion of 

Lithuanian Jewry, the city of the Gaon at the time 

of the height of his powers.

An epidemic killed several hundred chil­

dren in the winter of 1771-1772, and some inter­

preted it as having to do with the sins of the new 

sect which sought to abrogate honored traditions.

They succeeded in attracting two prominent 

Vilna Jews to the circle, one called Isser, and an­

other who was a popular magic! or preacher, called 

Chaim. Both were accused of slandering the Gaon. 

The Gaon forgave them that, but ruled their other 

transgressions against Jewish law unforgivable.
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An investigation into the kloyz found that 

prayers were accompanied by wild shouts of ob­

scenities in Yiddish, and by kulyen zikh, a Yiddish 

term for a kind of somersault and headstand. One 

admitted to having been unclean because of a cer­

tain sexual sin, and reported that he “obtained 

absolution” from a certain Menachem-Mendel, 

who resided in Minsk at the time. This was of 

course the “ringleader” of Lithuanian hasidism at 

the time, now known as Menachem-Mendel of 

Vitebsk.

When it all came to Lyliohu, he ruled 

“quick and sharp” on a number of actions, includ­

ing the public burning in Vilna of the heretical writ­

ings found and the use of the strongest weapon in 

the rabbinic arsenal, the kheyrem (herein) or Ban of 

Lxcommunication. Lithuanian Jewish leadership 

continued to think in terms of the Council of 

Lithuania. Official letters were sent right after Pass- 

over in the Spring of 1772 from Vilna to the other 

“principal communities of Lithuania” — Brisk, 

Grodna, Pinskand Slutsk, with additional missives 

to Minsk and Shklov, pointing out that in Minsk 

there resided “the seat of the image of obsession, 

which provoketh to obsession” (the phrasing com­

ing from Pxekiel 8:3). Meantime, the Vilna rabbini­

cal authorities meted out strong punishment to the 

locals, Chaim and Isser. Chaim was forced to leave 

town in disgrace, and Isser was incarcerated briefly 

in the city’s famed C astle.

Par from being satisfied, the Gaon, who 

felt one hundred percent certain he was being 

faced with one of the major heresies in Jewish 

history that could bring down Judaism forever,

saw his mission as one of biblical proportions. He 

remarked (and it is hard to know now in what 

spirit exactly) that he would have dealt with the 

sect (the rabbis were by now calling them the kat, 

a derogatory term for “sect”) as the other Llijah, 

the biblical prophet, dealt with the prophets of the 

idol Baal (“And Llijah said unto them: ‘Catch the 

prophets of Baal, let not one of them escape’” — 

I Kings 18: 40). Further missives went out the 

following month.

Around that time, the opponents of the 

Hasidim were becoming known as the Misnagdim, 

a playful coinage in the tradition of Yiddish lin­

guistic creativity using ancient Hebrew roots with 

some innovative morphology. One of the senses of 

khsi'dim (Hasidim), as noted above, is “followers” 

or “adherents.” The new term was coined from 

the Hebrew root for “opponents” or “protesters.” 

In fact, the term Misnagdim (spelled variously in 

academic works in Lnglish, often mithnaggedim; 

mitnagdi'm in Israeli Hebrew) can quite literally be 

rendered as “protestants” though the analogy with 

the sixteenth century Lutheran schism is re­

versed. It is the Misnagdim, who protest the in­

novation of Hasidism and are in effect the “con­

servative Catholics” in the analogy, while the “fol­

lowers” are the radical innovators.

While the term Litvak continued to refer to 

any Lithuanian Jew, it developed a second mean­

ing in the context of the new dispute. Por militant 

Hasidim, it became a near synonym to Misnaged. 

Occasionally, the pronunciation was twisted from 

Litvak to Litvak to give the derogatory stressed -dk 

ending. Por their part, the Misnagdim twisted the



word khsi'dim too, to skhidim (with the initial con­

sonants metathesized to produce the effect of ridi­

cule). And, some of the Vilna epistles against the 

Hasidimcall themkh(a)shudim “suspects” (which 

in the southern, non-Lithuanian dialects of Yid­

dish is rendered kh(a)sh(dimy itself homophonous 

with some Lithuanian Yiddish pronunciations of 

khsi'dim because of the merging of 5 and sh sounds).

Luropean history mixed in too, as it were. 

The first Partition of Poland-Lithuania came 

about in 1772. As a result, the major stronghold 

of the Hasidim in Lithuania, its far eastern sector 

centered in the Vitebsk and Mohilev areas, were 

incorporated into czarist Russia, while the rest 

remained in the surviving Grand Duchy of 

Lithuania component of the Polish-Lithuanian 

Commonwealth. The central region including 

Minsk was transferred to Russia in 1793, and the 

Vilna region followed in 1795 (see p. 130). There 

appeared to be a Jewish correlate of this f irst-ever 

political-military split within what had been 

united Lita from its inception. During a quarter 

century when the Hasidic-Misnagdic dispute 

raged, the camps were largely divided between 

two countries. In practical terms, this meant that 

much of the authority that had previously been 

available to the autonomous centralized Jewish 

authorities, was rather abruptly lost. This too 

added to a sense of crisis for the rabbinic authori­

ties who feared that a new movement of wild aban­

don was about to trample the eastern regions of 

Lita unchallenged.

Nevertheless, the authority of the Gaon and 

all the great rabbinic luminaries of Lithuania who

lined up behind him struck a sense of despair into 

the Hasidic leadership, especially its more moder­

ate Lithuanian elements. At an emergency meeting 

in Ukraine, in the summer of 1772, a panicked 

Dov-Ber, the magid of Mezritsh, in the last year of 

his life, was reported to have rounded harshly on 

Avrom Kolishker for his and his followers’ outra­

geous behavior which the others blamed for the 

calamity of the kheyrem issued by the greatest Jew­

ish scholar of that and many other ages.

And here is the rub. The Vilna excom­

munication had the immediate effect of causing the 

Lithuanian Hasidim themselves to work hard and 

bravely to purge their movement of all the extrem­

ism which led to the ban in the first place. Lor a 

time, the Hasidim, their strength constandy grow­

ing on the ground in the Jewish communities of 

Raysn (eastern Lita), were gripped by fears of an 

existential threat. Their movement might be 

doomed in Lita and even Raysn, if the leading 

scholars of the age were to continue with bans and 

other measures. To make matters worse for the 

Hasidim, the Misnagdim organized publication of 

a compilation of all the bans, letters and circulars 

signed by the top scholars of the day, including of 

course, the Gaon of Vilna. The Hasidim organized 

burnings of this book, and it wasn’t long before 

some zealous individuals in both camps took to 

“informing” on each other to government au­

thorities.

One of the few neutral Jewish observers 

(“negatively disposed to both sides” might be a 

better description) within Lithuanian Jewry was 

the Litvak turned German philosopher Solomon
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Maimon (see pp. 219-220), who recorded the fol­

lowing in his autobiography:

“ those of the first sect [the Misnagdim] drive 

themselves to penitence to an extraordinary measure. 

Instead of just controlling their desires and passions bv 

rules of moderation, they seek to obliterate them; and 

instead of attempting to seek out the principle of their 

deeds in pure reason like the Stoics, they look for it in

religion. [__] The ideas of the second sect [the I lasidim]

are better grounded as far as religion and morals may be 

concerned, but [. . .) they fall into every type of excess.

[... ] They are vain enough to consider themselves organs 

of the Godhead [... ] The result is, that | ... J they commit 

the greatest extremes. Hverv bizarre proposition is a di­

vine inspiration for them, and every human impulse a call 

from God. But still [the two sects) went so far as to con­

demn each other as heretics and they proceeded to per­

secute each other.”

Some time before 1777, Menachem- 

Mendel of Vitebsk and Shneur-Zalmen traveled to 

Vilna to try to meet with the Gaon and prove to 

him that the Hasidic movement was not at all what 

he had been led to think. The only version that has 

come down is from a memoir written some two 

decades later by Shneur-Zalmen. He recalled that 

the Gaon closed the door in their faces twice, and 

finally, when others encouraged him to debate 

with the emissaries, he left town altogether, re­

turning only when they had left.

With Menachem-Mendel’s departure to 

Israel in 1777, things seemed to be calming down, 

in Lithuania at least. Another 1772 ban on the 

Hasidim had been issued by the rabbis of Brod 

(Brody), Galicia, leading to a severe dispute there.

But then came the book by Jacob Joseph of 

Polonnoye, published in Korets in 1780, which 

contained bitter criticism of the established rab­

binate, adding a major social dimension to the 

Hasidic movement’s explicit philosophy. It was 

evident that the Hasidim were challenging the long 

established Jewish order in ways more profound 

than even the Misnagdim had theretofore thought 

possible. Jacob Joseph’s theology, expressed more 

explicitly in a second work, divided Jews into a 

“head” (the tsadik) and a “body” (the vast major­

ity of people). Everybody must believe in the 

tsadik and his remedies, and this exalted figure 

even has the occasional need to “descend” from 

his pedestal and commit a sin here and there.

It was one thing for somersaulting and 

cursing during prayer by a small sect to be put in 

its place. But here, much of the philosophy of the 

new sect was being published in a rabbinic style 

work set out in the form of a Torah commentary, 

that was supporting the rise of absolute authority 

of a supernatural class of people who need not 

even be proper Torah scholars. Masses of Jews 

were nevertheless accepting the new movement 

down south, as were considerable numbers in the 

eastern provinces of Lithuania. In one passage, 

Jews are warned not to follow the words of the 

Torah scholars! There are quotations from the 

sayings of the Baal Shem Tov in a spirit of citing 

the greatest words of wisdom ever uttered. More­

over, the book claims that alien, sinful thoughts 

that enter the mind “uninvited” during prayer also 

have their kabbalistic role to play in the divine 

plan of things. In the place of the erstwhile Hasidic
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writings circulating in samizdat copies among small 

circles of heretics af raid of being caught, rabbinic- 

style books were now openly being published.

This was all too much for the leading rab­

binic scholars of Lithuania. It is not difficult to 

understand how the Gaon and the community of 

Lithuanian Torah scholars felt. They were in a war 

for the survival of the Jewish people “as we know 

it,” a peaceful, restrained people, living for mil­

lennia by the laws of the Torah, led by self-re- 

strained scholars, given to study and love of learn­

ing, who were now being tempted by charlatans 

who were gaining wealth and power over the 

masses (Jacob Joseph and others made clear in 

their time that the tsadik must be f inancially sup­

ported) . The fear was that they would turn Jewry 

into a wild tribe that would forget its heritage. The 

Misnagdim were in no mood to take into account 

that the book was written in part as a polemic re­

ply to the devastating texts of the bans, and that 

the “worst” passages were being quoted out of 

context. They were also not interested in appre­

ciating the contrast between this more radical 

brand of theoretical Hasidism and the Torah-lov­

ing, scholarly, restrained, Lithuanian-style 

Hasidism being developed by the rising star of the 

east, Shneur-Zalmen of Lyozna, near Vitebsk.

The stage was set for a new kheyrem. At 

Sabbath morning prayers, on the 20th of Av 5541 

(=  the 1 1th of August 178 1), in digreyse shul (the 

Great Synagogue ofVilna), the text of the ban was 

read out before the congregation. It is a bilingual 

document. After a few words of Yiddish, it goes 

into Hebrew for the bulk of the ban, which recites

the evil of the sect and the details of the ban, which 

include a prohibition on travel to places where the 

sect is prevalent. When the ban’s provisions come 

to what is being proclaimed for Vilna itself, it 

switches into Yiddish, so that everybody will un­

derstand every word. Householders are warned: 

“in our community or in Shmpeshok or Antokole, 

not to rent them [...] accommodation” (the ref­

erence being to the districts now known as 

Snipiskcs and Antakalnis in Vilnius).

This ban was signed by the sexton Lliezer. 

Three days later, the authority of the Gaon was 

invoked in a further document written in a much 

more literary Hebrew with many Biblical pas­

sages interwoven. And a week after that, at the 

great fair at Zelva (in Grodna province), which 

became a favorite meeting place for leading rab­

bis after the formal demise of the Council of 

Lithuania, further excommunication bans were 

issued by the leading rabbis of Grodna and Pinsk. 

The one for Grodna contains a prohibition on 

even visiting the nearby town Amdur (Indura), 

were Chaim-Chaike was running his Hasidic 

court. The dispute dragged on and on, and there 

were more and more edicts, including those of 

Vilna in 1784 and Shklov in 1786. One of the most 

beloved of Hasidic leaders, Leyvi-Yitskhok of 

Berdichev (±17 40— 18 10), a native of Galicia, 

had been chosen rabbi of Pinsk in 1775, but was 

eventually deposed by the local Misnagdim. He 

moved to Berdichev in Ukraine in 1785, where 

he lived out his years.

Within Lita, the battleground was eastern 

Lithuania or Raysn. The western border of Raysn
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is a very fluid concept, usually placed somewhere 

between Vilna and Minsk (but sometimes east of 

Minsk). Its eastern border is the natural eastern 

far reach of Lithuanian Jewry, conceptually run­

ning from north to south from a point somewhere 

between Vitebsk and Smolensk. In the east of 

Raysn, the court of Shneur-Zalmen was becom­

ing supreme as the eighteenth century wore on. 

The “leader by post,” Menachem-Mendel of 

Vitebsk, who had emigrated to the Land of Israel 

in 1777, died in 1787, leaving Shneur-Zalmen in 

control. It was not to be an easy ride. In addition 

to some bitter internal power struggles among 

the Hasidim of the region, and the bitter opposi­

tion from the top Lithuanian scholars in the great 

cities still under Polish-Lithuanian role, there 

were reorganized central Jewish communities in 

his region, which Russia took over in 1772 in the 

First Partition of Poland, where the leadership 

was still staunchly Misnagdic.

Around 1784, Shneur-Zalmen was sum­

moned to appear before the central Jewish com­

munity authorities in Mohilev, and warned that he 

would be brought by force if he failed to comply. 

Instead of turning up, he sent a remarkable writ­

ten statement, which stands as a major turning 

point in the history of Hasidism. The time for 

radical innovation was over, and the time for prov­

ing that Hasidism was entirely within mainstream 

Judaism had come. On the narrower issue of the 

day, he demonstrated that the summons was not 

issued in accordance with Jewish law which 

would guarantee him the right to speak for him­

self before any decision was made, noting with

regret the anti-Hasidic decisions of the Jewish 

authorities in Shklovand Mohilev, and noting also 

the extent of the material and moral damage that 

had been done to the Hasidic communities by the 

organized leadership in the course of their cam­

paign. He explains that the many accusations are 

false, and that his people do strictly adhere to the 

precepts of the Torah and rabbinic law. The docu­

ment acknowledges that the Gaon of Vilna is the 

greatest scholar of the generation, but claims that 

the will of the many followers of Dov-Ber of 

Mezritsh is a counterweight to the views of even 

one superior individual. He proposes an amicable 

conf erence with the top scholars of Mohilev and 

Polotsk (later Vitebsk) provinces to enable him to 

explain to everyone’s satisfaction all the passages 

that had caused offense in Hasidic books. In be­

tween the lines of the document there runs an ar­

gument that bygones are bygones, the Hasidism of 

eastern Lithuania (Raysn) is a wholesome, tradi­

tional and solid brand of Judaism from which 

nothing is to be feared.

Lor a time, members of the two groups 

would not intermarry, avoided doing business 

with each other and set up separate prayerhouses. 

In towns where the existing prayerhouses turned 

Hasidic, the Misnagdim set up a new one. In oth­

ers, the Hasidim established new prayerhouses. 

Most often, the several prayerhouses of a shtetl 

would each go one way or the other. The conflict 

continued, especially in larger cities where 

Misnagdim were still powerful. A number of the 

Hasidic outposts further west, in central Lita, 

began to fall (including Amdur, after the death of
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its charismatic rcbbc in 1787). In 1794, the 

Minsk community closed down the Hasidic 

prayerhouse there. It seemed that eastern 

Lithuanian Jewry might be headed down the road 

of a permanent schism.

Alas, untoward means were used by both 

sides in the conflict, including not infrequent 

mesires (betrayals, or instances of informing to the 

czarist authorities in the hope of getting one’s en­

emies in trouble). Lach side accused the other of 

disloyalty to the government, and the Misnagdim, 

being the bearers of the status quo and the old 

guard had the edge at times. At the level of the 

town rabbi, the side not in power would do its best 

to depose its foe.

The Gaon of Vilna during many of these years 

resumed his own scholarly work and succeeded in 

remaining aloof at least as far as public pronounce­

ments are concerned. He had already contributed the 

strongest weapon in the traditional Jewish arsenal, 

the khejrem or ban of excommunication, and there 

was not a whole lot more that he could do. He had 

moreover grown old and frail, and was determined 

to avoid spending time and energy on matters other 

than Torah scholarship. His adamancy had not 

waned and he would briefly reenter the fray in re­

sponse to a major provocation. This happened in 

1793 when the Hasidim published a major work of 

the Baal Shem Tov’s ideas. The Gaon ordered it 

burned on Jewish Street in Vilna (the surviving por­

tion is now Zydqgatve in Vilnius, see p. 114).

But then, after another period of silence, the 

“dirty tricks department” used the Gaon’s ex­

tended absence from the debate to spread rumors

far and wide that he had recanted his earlier oppo­

sition to the Hasidim. In 1796a man falsely claim­

ing to be the Gaon’s son (accompanied by an assis­

tant who announced him as such), traveled through 

Poland and Germany telling people that his father 

was brokenhearted with remorse over the harm he 

had done to the Hasidim. The bluffer was exposed 

in Breslau when a leading member of the Vilna com­

munity, asked about all these things, reported that 

the Gaon’s sons are in Vilna, that he was more ada­

mant than ever and that the traveler was a charla­

tan. The imposter was caught in Hamburg and the 

‘Vilna vs. the Hasidim” conflict was ignited anew.

In the autumn of 1797, Lyliohu the Gaon 

of Vilna died.

When a number of Hasidim in Vilna and 

elsewhere celebrated boisterously at the demise of 

their foe, the Gaon’s brokenhearted followers 

vowed vengeance. Shneur-Zalmen was one of 

twenty-two Hasidic leaders denounced to the au­

thorities as agitators and heretics. Czarist police 

arrested him at home in Lyozna at the end of 1797 

and took him in chains to St. Petersburg. His 

statement to the commission of investigation was 

remarkably impressive, and convinced the au­

thorities that Hasidism posed no danger to the 

government. Moreover, powerful Hasidim had 

made representations to the government on his 

behalf. Czar Paul I ordered him released in De­

cember 1798. Two years later he was again de­

nounced and arrested, but released promptly 

when Alexander I came to the throne in 1801.

Twice imprisoned because of trumped up 

denunciations, Shneur-Zalmen’s stature became



greater than ever, Lor reasons unknown, he 

moved his court from his native Lyozna to the tiny 

village Lyadi. Shneur-Zalmen of Lyozna (the town 

near Vitebsk where, incidentally, Chagall was to be 

born, now Lyozna, Belarus) was to remain known 

as Shneur-Zalmen of Lyadi (Lyadi is now in 

Belarus, smack on the Russian border).

He traveled to various communities both 

to minister to his Hasidim and to meet with 

Misnagdic rabbis and prove to them that there was 

really, “af ter all that” nothing much to be upset 

about. In his final years at Lyadi he suffered more 

from intra-Hasidic intrigues than from 

Misnagdim. The conflict was, despite occasional 

flare-ups, settling down to a gentlemanly differ­

ence of tradition. Moreover the geographic dis­

tribution was in part complementary. Western 

and central Lithuania were Misnagdic. The far 

east was largely Hasidic in the sense of Shneur- 

Zalmen’s moderate, enlightened Hasidism, and 

an intermediate area was home to both kinds of 

Lithuanian Jews.

Alas, Shneur-Zalmen was not to end his life 

peacef ully, hrom the day Alexander I freed him from 

prison, his loyalty to the Russians was staunch. When 

Napoleon’s armies invaded Belorussia in 1812 the 

old Hasidic master did everything he could to help 

the Russians. He wrote to a friend: “If Bonaparte 

wins, the wealth of the Jews will multiply and their 

status be raised, but they will be separated and dis­

tanced in their hearts from their Lather in 

Heaven; and il our lord Alexander wins, though 

poverty will multiply among the Jews, and their 

status will be lower, but they will be bound and

tied in their hearts to their Lather in heaven. [... ] 

And for God’s sake, throw this letter right into the 

fire!”

It was no secret that Shneur-Zalmen was 

encouraging his people to help the Russians. In 

some cases it was alleged, his followers reported 

Lrench troop movements to Russian army offic­

ers (in other words, spying). When Napoleon’s 

army was nearing Lyozna, he was advised to flee 

with his family deep into Russia. That was in Au­

gust of 1812. Lor five months, the sick old rab­

binic master and his closest relatives fled from 

town to town. One of the most powerful bio­

graphical documents in Hasidic literature is the 

memoir by his son and successor Dov-Ber about 

his last and very sad days on the road. The need to 

flee further and further was so strong that the holy 

man permitted the wagons to continue, their jour­

ney on the Sabbath (allowed by Jewish law when 

life is at stake). But his health gave way to the 

freezing Russian winter. He died in January 1813 

in a village near Kursk and was taken to be buried 

at the Jewish cemetery in Haditsh in the district 

of Poltava.

In spite of his difficult life, Shneur-Zalmen 

succeeded in creating a new branch of Lithuanian 

Jewish culture that fused the Lithuanian passion 

for learning with a moderated form of Hasidic life 

and lore. To skeptics from both sides he proved 

that there was no necessary incompatibility be­

tween Torah study and observance of all the 

commandments on the one hand with all the
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basic tenets of Hasidism (among them the im­

ported version of the Ari’s prayerbook; the 

Hasidic version of pantheism; the figure of the 

tsadik).

His brilliance is evident even from the 

name he gave his new “compromising” move­

ment, the more so in a culture where names and 

their sources and popular acronyms play such a 

huge role. It is taken from the depths of 

kabbalistic mysticism and reflects (at least at the 

literal level of interpretation) precisely those val­

ues of Lithuanian Jewry which the Misnagdim 

feared were being thrown overboard.

One of the classic works of the Kabbalah is 

the Sefer Yetzirah (“Book of Creation”). Some 

scholars date the work as late as the eighth cen­

tury AD, some as early as the third or fourth. One 

of its best known sections names the ten sefiroth 

(Yiddish sftres, Ashkenazic sefiroys, Israeli sefirot). 

They are emanations from the Infinite that mani­

fest divine attributes, and can be thought of as in­

termediate qualities between the Infinite and the 

empirical world. A huge literature arose over the 

sefiroth and their nature. Many kabbalistic books 

contain diagrams seeking to discover mystical in­

terrelationships between the sefiroth, their order­

ing, and various aspects of God. The most com­

mon listing of the ten gives:

Keser (Crown)

Khokhmo (Wisdom)

Bino (Understanding) with its subcategory
Daas (Knowledge)

Khesed (Love [or: Kindness])

Gvuro (Strength)

Tiferes (Beauty)

Netsakh (Triumph [or: Lternity])

Hod (Splendor)

Yesod (Foundation)

Malkhus (Royalty)

The name of Shneur-Zalmen’s movement 

came from the second, third and fourth words 

down the line: Khokhmo, Bmo and Daas. The acro­

nym for these three sefiroth in kabbalistic par­

lance, using the traditional rules for acronymics 

(a vowels and word-final stress for acronyms that 

end in a consonant), is — khabad, popularly 

spelled Chabad (or Habad) in Lnglish. Whatever 

the deeper philosophical and mystical points be­

ing made, there was a statement here, at the popu­

lar level, that this branch of Hasidism is “into” 

wisdom, understanding and knowledge at its core. 

Put into the context of the late eighteenth century 

debate raging in Lithuania, this was a polemic 

statement against the somersaulters and ravers 

among the Hasidim, and an assurance to scholars 

of the Gaon’s ilk that there is frankly nothing to 

worry about.

At some point in the history of Chabad 

Hasidism, its leaders took to referring to the non- 

Lithuanian (in other words Ukrainian-Polish) 

Hasidim by the term khagas, an acronym for 

“their” chosen “primary” divine attributes: 

khesed, gvuro and tiferes — kindness, strength and 

beauty.

Ironically, the actual text of Shneur- 

Zalmen’s Tanya, of which he published one part



in 1797, was in tact the “smokinggun” which his 

enemies used to get him arrested and charged. His 

notions ot the Jewish soul being “higher” than that 

ot the gentile did not look very good in translation 

to non-Jewish readers, and remains deeply dis­

turbing to many Jewish readers today, though the 

entire spirit ot the book is kabbalistic and philo­

sophical. It is addressed in large part to the beyneni 

(beynoyni, benoni) or “average person” whose soul 

the author further distinguishes from that ot the 

tsadik.

Shneur-Zalmen, as mentioned above, had 

moved himselt and his court from his native 

Lyoxna across the Dnieper to Lyadi to the south, 

thereby changing lorever his name in the annals 

ot Jewish culture from “Shneur-Zalmen ot 

Lyoxna” to “Shneur-Zalmen ot Lyadi.” Still, he is

best known to this day to his own Hasidim, lo­

vingly, as der alter rebe, “the old Rebbe.” His son 

Dov-Ber moved the dynasty to a third town more 

or less halt way between the other two, Lubavitsh 

(in local Yiddish pronunciation, Libavitsh, now 

Lyubavicy, in Russia). That was the name that 

stuck. Shneur-Zalmen’s movement became the 

Chabad-Lubavitch movement that is so active and 

well-known today.

There are still small groups ot Lithuanian 

Hasidim associated with other towns (most nota­

bly Karlin-Stolin and Slonim), but the other early 

centers have all disappeared as namesakes of 

Hasidic groups. They once included Amdur (now 

Indura), Kobrin, Koydenov (now Dxiarxinsk), 

Lekhevitsh (Lechevicy) and more. All these places 

are now in Belarus.



Faces of the opponents and their books. . .

138 Lyliohu, the Gaon of Vilna, who lived from 1720 to 1797, took Talmudic re­

search to new intellectual heights. Vilna and Lithuania came to symbolize a 
society in which learning was prized above all else. The role model was the de­
termined scholar who avoided emotionalism as well as the distractions ol ev­

eryday concerns.
During the same period, the Hasidic movement, founded by Israel Baal 

Shem-Tov (1700— 1760) arose in Podolia, Ukraine, stressing altogether dif­

ferent ideals: joy; ecstatic prayer; mystical communication with God; and be­
lief in the supernatural powers of a charismatic rebbe, whose mantle was usu­

ally passed on dynastically.
The movement of the Hasidim (or Chasidim, plural of chosid which means 

“pious person”) spread with breathtaking speed through the southern regions 

of Jewish Lastern Lurope (Ukraine, Galicia, Poland, Hungary), but ran into 

adamant opposition among Lithuanian Jews — the Litvaks — who became 
known asMisnagdim (literally “opponents” or “protestants”).

The dispute was “at a distance” until groups of Hasidim emerged in Lita 
itself in the late eighteenth century. It was the internal conflict between these 
two groups of Litvaks — the traditionalist Misnagdim and the “special Hasidim 

of Lithuania” — which resulted in most of the “Hasidic-Misnagdic war.”
In 1772, the Gaon of Vilna, along with other leading Lithuanian rab­

binic authorities, issued their first famous kheyrem or ban of excommunication 

against the Hasidim. A bitter dispute ensued.



One major result was the ervstalization and systematization 

ol a new Third Wav tounded In Shneur-Xalmen ot Lvozna (a village 
near Vitebsk). Born in 1745, he studied with Ukrainian Hasidic 
masters down south, came hack up north, and became the preemi­

nent leader ot the Lithuanian I Iasidim. I Ie devised a compromise 

ideology that incorporated major 1 lasidic concepts while accepting 
the traditional Lithuanian emphasis on learning. To emphasize how 

different his movement was, it was called Chabcid (often spelled 
I labad), an acronym tor the words for “wisdom,” “understanding,” 

and “knowledge.” I Ie moved to nearbv Lvadi in his later vears. Af­

ter his death in 18 1 5, his son, the second rebbe of the dvnasty, moved 

to a third nearby town, Lubavitch, from which the movement took 

its name. The “Lubavitch movement” is a dynamic force in mod­

ern Judaism internationally.
As fate would have it, the only “images taken from life” of 

the great leaders of these two branches of Lithuanian Jewry were 

drawn bv C hristians. Portrait drawing was not a traditional Jewish 

pastime in the eighteenth centurv.

The late Ciaon scholar Xusia Lfron of Jerusalem discovered 

the historv of this portrait of the Gaon of Vilna (not nearly as fa­

mous as the later artists’ renditions which were widelv reproduced, 
see p. i ii). u was drawn out of curiositv bv a voung Polish artist 
who was a student at the Universitv of Vilna. It was a pencil drawing 
that later formed the basis of an oil painting. In 1925, the Ciaon’s 
family donated it to the An-sky Museum in Vilna (then Wilno, Po­

land), where it was kept until the Second World War.

Shncur-Xalmcn’s portrait was made during his imprisonment 
by czarist authorities in St. Petersburg in 1798, at the instruction of 
one of the curious prosecuting of f icials. The charges against him 
were trumped up by his enemies, and he was duly released.

Draw n from  lift*:

Shncur-XnlmiMi of I.v.idi
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Shneur-Zalmen’s major Hasidic work was the Tanya (or 
Likutey amorim, “Collections ol Sayings”). He published the first 
part anonymously, in 1796. The full version appeared in 1814, al­

ter the author’s death. It represents the philosophical component 
of Chabad Hasidism.

The philosophical reply from the Misnagdim came from the 
pen ot the Gaon ol Vilna’s best known pupil, Chaim ol Valozhin 
(1749— 182 1). Chaim’ sNefesh ha-Chaim (“The Soul of Life” and 

also a play on the author’s name) first appeared in Vilna in 1824.

The Tanya argues that the rebbe, or tsadik (“righteous one”) 
is born with a higher soul than the average person, and offers a ver­

sion ot Hasidic philosophy which finds God in everything that is 
manifest in the world. C haim of Valozhin’s reply insists on the dis­
tinction of creator and created, and elevates Torah scholarship to a 

high mystical level, higher than all the ecstatic prayer in the world.
The two groups made peace in the early nineteenth century 

(while keeping their distinctive identities within Lithuanian 

Jewry), in the face of new mutual challenges: assimilatory and 

christianizing policies of the czarist government, and the attempts 
at reform by the modernizing Haskalah movement.
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Beginnings of Jewish printing in Lithuania

The academic prestige of Vilna and Lithuania had spread far and wide in the 
Jewish world of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. But it wasn’t until 
the 1780s that Hebrew printing was first seriously established in Lithuania. 
Beforehand, the works of Lithuanian Jewish scholars were printed in the old 

Luropean Jewish publishing centers in Amsterdam, Prague and various cities 

in Germany, and also in the Ukraine and Poland.

It seems that the first Jewish books appeared simultaneously in the west, 

in Grodna, and in the cast, in Shklov, in the year 1788. It also seems that 
Misnagdism —  the Litvak opposition to the nascent and rapidly spread­
ing Hasidic movement— played a key role in Lithuania’s establishing her 
own Jewish printing centers. Those in the south had, not unexpectedly, 

become outlets for Hasidism, and for legitimizing Hasidism by produ­
cing classic and standard alongside Hasidic works. This is one of many 
ways in which the raging dispute energized both sides to many accom­

plishments.

Thought to be the one of the first Jewish books published in 
Lithuania, the Zero Yankev (Zera Yaakov) is a commentary on the Book 

of Psalms. Its author, Jacob of Vistinits, near Grodna, named the book 
(whose title translates “Seed of Jacob” after Psalms 22: 24) for his great 
grandfather, Jacob. Grodna in 1788 was still part of what was left of the 

Grand Duchy of Lithuania within the Polish-Lithuanian Common­
wealth (to be incorporated into Russia just seven years later with the 
third partition of Poland-Lithuania). It is symbolically notable that this 

first Jewish book published in Lita was printed in the of f icial printing 

house of “the wisest among kings, Stanislavus Agustus, king of Poland 
and grand duke of Lithuania.” The reference is to Stanislaw II August 
Poniatowski.
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A Misnagdic prayerbook in the spirit

o f the Gaon of Vilna (Shklov 1788)

The Shaar ho-rakhamim (“Gate of Mercy”), a 

prayerbook with commentaries, compiled by Pinkhes 
(Phinehas) of Polotsk, a leader and preacher in the Misnagdic 
movement, an ardent follower of the Gaon of Vilna and an 
energetic campaigner against Hasidism. It was apparently 
published to counter the changes in the liturgy being intro­
duced by the Hasidim during this period.

Considered to be the first Jewish 

book printed in Vilna, this work too was 

issued by Pinkhes of Polotsk. It is a ver­
sion, abridged by him, of Even boykhan 

(Even bochan), a satire on religious abuses 
attributed to the twelfth and thirteenth 
century scholar Kalonymus ben Kalonymus 
of Provence. This version appeared in 

Vilna in 1799, two years after the death of 

the Gaon, when the Hasidic-Misnagdic 
conflict had flared up anew. It is thought to 

be intended as a parable on alleged Hasidic 
abuses of Jewish religion.

This edited re-issue of a medieval satire that exposes religious 

abuses appeared in Vilna in 1799. It is the first Jewish book 

known to have been publshed in the citv. In earlier times, 

Vilna scholars had their works published abroad. Y
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A Land for Jewish Tradition

In terms of Hast Huropean Jewish culture, ethnog­

raphy and dialectology, the Lithuanian vs. main­

stream Hasidic schism is a north-south affair. The 

Litvaks (including the Litvak-like Chabad 

Hasidim) occupy the north (traditional Lita) and 

the Hasidim Ukraine and Poland in the south. 

T his division mirrors those of Yiddish cultural 

folklore studies, though theologically and reli­

giously, C habad is of course a component of 

I lasidism generally. Within Lithuanian Jewry it­

self, the fault-line came to divide the Misnagdic 

west from the I Iasidic east, with an area of coex­

istence in between.

Bearing in mind, first, that the bitter 

schism within Lithuanian Jewry raged for de­

cades and included excommunications, denun­

ciations and periods of imprisonment; and sec­

ond, that the two camps were in power for the 

most part in these different parts of one and the 

same Lita, it would seem to any a priori historian 

that the split would head down the path of increas­

ing division, acrimony and ill-feeling.

But that was not to be lor a number ol rea­

sons.

Hor one thing, the untamed behavior that 

elicited so energetic a response in the first place 

disappeared. The campaign ol the Misnagdim, 

buttressed by the consequent internal Hasidic 

housecleaning, more or less did away with the 

wild behavior of the new movement, and led it to 

become an establishment variety of traditionalist 

Judaism.

Hor another, the deep personal animosities 

ol an array of leaders on both sides did not pass on 

to their children and pupils.

Moreover, the dominance of each group in 

a different part of Lithuania (albeit with a consid­

erable transitional region coinhabited by both) 

also reduced opportunities for friction in the great 

centers of each. It was clear, for example, at a cer­

tain point, that the religious leaders of say Grodna, 

Kovna, and Vilna would be Misnagdic; those of 

Vitebsk and (eventually) Mohilev and Gomel 

would be Chabad-Hasidic. And, there would be 

representatives of both in “border post” or 

“mixed” cities like Minsk.

Then there was the advent of c/arist rule 

over all the Litvaks from the end of the eighteenth

14



Telz
an0 #  Kelem 

Tavrik ®
>Penha i

K®o\ensK

#Ŝ k\ov
N\og"eV

Gher̂obyV

Ovrucn

Zhitomir
P°'°n0VC> J? RU#'''1

- V ° V  M e z h i b a z b O  

/>Chortkov
»WI

—^Sadegora
BratslavKoshitse

Bratislava

Vienna

Kisbenev

Bucharest

D anubeSarajevo

© Dovid Katz 2004
Cartography by Gicdre Bcconyte

Cultural Boundaries w ith in  Eastern European Jewry
Scale 1: 10,760,000

N O

sse/s

Bern

Dialects o f  Yiddish

| Northwestern ||AVj Northeastern (“Lithuanian”)

I Northern Transitional | | Midcastern (“Polish”)

Midwestern | | Southeastern (“Ukrainian”)

] Southwestern | | Colonial Yiddish

] Southern Transitional

Major religious centers

0 Classical Lithuanian 
(Misnagdic)

# Lithuanian Hasidic
O  Classical Hasidic

Architecture areas

Wooden synagogues:

north of the line usually 
Yargina’s types IV and V

south of the line usually 
Yargina’s types II and III

Food preparation boundaries
a f t e r  H e r z o g  ( 1 9 6 5 )

seasoning of Sabbath fish:
————— west of the line with sugar

east of the line without sugar

preparation of farfl:
— west of the line by cutting 

east of the line by chopping



century onward. This brought a range of painful 

new problems to be faced over the coming de­

cades, ranging from expulsion of the Jews from 

the hamlets to the forced conscription of children 

(seepp. 301-302).

And finally, it wasn’t long before a real 

threat to traditional Jewish religious life from 

within Judaism came along. That was the Berlin 

Haskalah and its Hast European adaptations 

which advocated abandonment of much of tradi­

tional Jewish culture in favor of modernization 

and varying degrees of assimilation (see pp. 203- 

204). Almost overnight, the old enemies became 

sudden allies. By May 1843, the leaders of the 

Misnagdic and Chabad-Hasidic communities of 

Lithuania were traveling in one coach to St. Pe­

tersburg to def end the status of the old f ashioned 

religious schools in the face of the challenges be­

ing posed by the Jewish modernizers who were in 

cahoots with czarist wishes to assimilate the Jews 

(seep. 302).

Turning from historic reasoning to culture, 

there is an overriding case to be made that when 

all the dust had settled and the personal invective 

died down, they were all still — Litvaks. They 

spoke the same dialect of Yiddish that was “still” 

radically different from the language of the “real” 

Hasidim in the Ukraine and Poland. They shared 

a common heritage and a common fate, and the 

dif ferences in the prayerbook, for instance, sim­

ply meant that one now had a choice between two 

slightly different versions of what is basically the 

same text. As the Yiddish saying goes, “may noth­

ing worse happen.” Marriages between the

groups became quite normal, and a largely 

goodnatured folklore of jokes and anecdotes 

about each arose.

To be sure, the meaning of the word Litvak 

became more complicated. In the larger sense, 

they were all Litvaks who spoke a litvishn yidish 

(Lithuanian Yiddish). But in a narrower sense, 

Litvak and its adjective litvish came to mean 

“Misnagdic” in discussions of religious matters or 

in style of Talmudic scholarship.

When healthy competitiveness replaced 

the bitterness of invective, the qualities of 

“Misnagdicness” in the west and “Chabadness” 

in the east turned out to be a spur to major new 

enterprises in the realm of traditional religious 

culture.

In fact, the split into the two camps gave 

the impetus for the rise of Lithuanian Jewish pub­

lishing. While the scholars of Lithuania had been 

quite happy beforehand to use the prints of the 

great Jewish publishing houses in Ukraine and 

Poland, this could no longer be the case when the 

erstwhile spirit of trust collapsed in the last three 

decades of the eighteenth century. The key year for 

the launch of Lithuanian Jewish publishing was 

1788. That year, the enterprise seems to have 

arisen independently in the far west and far east of 

Jewish Lithuania. In the west, a commentary on 

Psalms appeared in Grodna, still part of the Pol- 

ish-Lithuanian commonwealth (see p. 130). Its 

publishers later moved on to Vilna and established 

the fabled Romm publishing house (see p. 187).

In the east, during Shklov’s interlude as a 

major Jewish center (see p. 212), two Misnagdic
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books appeared in 1788, both compiled by 

Pinkhes (Pinehas) of Polotsk, a leading supporter 

of the Gaon of Vilna and one of the fashioners of 

the Misnagdic outlook on life as a system of be­

liefs and practices, not just as a response to 

Hasidism. One was his prayerbook with com­

mentaries, Shaar ho-rakhmin (Shaar ha-Rachamin, 

“Gateway of Mercy”). The other was his best 

known work, Keser Toyre (Kether Torah, “C rown 

of Torah”), in which he elaborates for a wider 

audience the Gaon’s elevation of Torah study to 

the highest endeavor in Jewish life, and attacks 

both Hasidism and Haskalah. In 1799, he pub­

lished the first Jewish book to appear in Vilna it­

self (see p. 142). It is an abridged version of a me­

dieval satire against religious abuses. It is not hard 

to guess whom the intended “analogues” in his 

own day were meant to be... Pinkhes’s life’s work 

is the object of a profound work by Allan Nadler, 

The Faith ojthe AFithnagdim (1997).

In the meantime, the publication of Shneur- 

Zalmen’s works themselves heralded the launch of 

Hasidic printing in Lita. The first part of Tanya, 

which he published in his lifetime (under the name 

Likutey amorim, “Collections of Sayings”), was 

printed in Slavuta, Ukraine in 1796, where the 

Jewish printing press, founded five years earlier, 

played a major role in the “establishmentization” 

of Hasidism (by publishing classical as well as 

Hasidic texts). Soon after Shneur-Zalmen’s death, 

Hasidic printing was started up in Lithuania too. 

Its symbolic vear of initiation is 1814, when the 

full edition of the Tanya, containing all five parts, 

was published in Shklov. Later in the nineteenth

century the great publishing house ol the Romms 

in Vilna became the primary publishers ol both the 

Misnagdic and Hasidic editions ol the 

prayerbook. They were also tamous lor their pan- 

Lithuanian editions, which were usually labeled 

k ’minheg Lito, Zamut v’Raysn (“according to the 

custom ol Lithuania, Zamet and Raysn” — in other 

words, intended lor Misnagdim).

A momentous result ol the fracas was the rise 

ol the modern Lithuanian yeshiva. During the 

Gaon’s liletime, several of his disciples set up ad-hoc 

yeshivas in Shklov which had become an outpost in 

the far east of Lita for several decades. But the 

Shklov center was not to last (see pp. 212-214).

About five years after the Gaon’s death, in 

1802, his pupil Chaim of Valozhin (1749— 182 1) 

set up the institution that was to become “the 

mother of the Lithuanian yeshivas” and of the 

modern yeshiva generally. During the nineteenth 

century, the word Valozhin (often spelled 

Volozhin) acquired an aura of sanctity rivaling that 

of Vilna itself. Many modern visitors to this small 

and now very rundown town in western Belarus 

(Valozin) are shocked to find that “this is 

Valozhin!” It is a prime example of how a non- 

Jewish place name becomes sanctified in Jewish 

cultural history.

Chaim had been one of the select pupils 

which the Gaon chose to sit at his table ol learn­

ing Torah (see p. 100). His own role in the ‘Vilna 

war on I lasidism” was that of the elegant, pensive,
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perhaps aristocratic intellectual who lives in the 

world of ideas, though his acumen led him to suc­

cess in his clothing manufacturing business too. 

In his mind, perhaps, when things were looking a 

little dif ferent af ter the Gaon’s death and the sec­

ond imprisonment of Shneur-Zalmen, the real 

damage caused by Hasidism was not in any radi­

cal departure from the norms of Judaism as feared 

during the late eighteenth century. It was plain and 

simple in a downgrading of the primacy of ex­

tensive study of Torah in favor of overenthusiastic 

prayer and other religious elements. Chaim’s an­

swer to all this was to establish a modern yeshiva 

that would be different in principle to previous 

yeshivas in Ashkenazic history.

To use vocabulary from the university 

world (and why not, as Chaim was clearly inspired 

by the structure of non-Jewish institutions of 

higher education), the new yeshiva was to be set 

up with strictly adhered to units of time (periods 

and terms), and it was to have a clear curriculum. 

That is not to say that it would downgrade the 

study of Gemora (the major part of the Talmud, 

that with its commentaries is at the center of the 

traditional Torah scholar’s world). To the con­

trary, Gemora would remain paramount and its 

teaching would only be enhanced by good organi­

zation, and a clear program in place of ad-hoc 

hours and haphazard structure of the many small 

town yeshivas of the day. During a typical term, 

there was the “requirement” tractate assigned by 

the yeshiva and the “elective” tractate which the 

student could choose himself. The required 

tractates were taught in the traditional cycle. The

typical day included a difficult lecture by the rosh- 

yeshi've (the head of the yeshiva) that would last 

precisely an hour (on certain occasions an hour 

and a half). Small groups of students called 

khevruses (an Aramaic term for “friendship” or 

“scholars of the academy”) would spend much 

more time thereafter dissecting and debating the 

chunk of text covered in the lecture.

The principal study day ran from nine in the 

morning to nine at night with an ample midday 

break. Special groups however either came at sun­

rise or studied through the night so that the study 

of Torah would always ring in and around the ye­

shiva, following in the tradition of the kloyz of the 

Gaon of Vilna.

The yeshiva was housed in a building spe­

cially built for the purpose, and did not compete 

with any space (whether for prayer or study or 

otherwise) of the townspeople.

In terms of intellectual content and meth­

odology, the Gaon’s practices were followed to the 

hilt: logical analysis of texts with the quest to dis­

cover its simple, literal true meaning at the core 

of the “sense of purpose” of the entire enterprise. 

This was not to be a stomping ground for practi­

tioners of pilpul.

C haim was determined that its student 

body be dif ferent and treated differently than was 

usually the case. Yiddish folklore is rich in loving 

depictions of the practice called esn teg which lit­

erally means “to eat days,” in other words — one 

day here, one day there. Yeshiva students would 

be “set up” with families in town who would con­

tribute to the veshiva’s existence by offering a



meal to a certain student on a certain day of the 

week. Student x would have a routine of eating 

Sundays at the home of a, Mondays at b’s, and so 

forth. Moreover, each yeshiva student would usu­

ally be put up in the home of one of the towns­

people.

Reb Chaim put an end (well, at his yeshiva, 

at least) to the practice and to the image of the 

yeshive-hokher (the yeshiva student) as some kind 

of unkempt, perpetually broke ragamuffin always 

dependent on the charity of the townspeople. He 

set up a strict system of admissions based on aca­

demic skills determined by an oral entrance ex­

amination (the farher or “hearing”). An integral 

part of the new order was a system of scholarships 

to enable pupils of all economic backgrounds to 

study at the yeshiva. Locals would be paid rent by 

the yeshiva for rooms given for the use of the 

yeshive-bokherim. The yeshiva’s success was in the 

town’s economic interest instead of it being a 

burden or a cause for constant demands for “char­

ity” by the localyeshive-layt (“yeshiva crowd”).

All of these details, taken together, radi­

cally transformed the image of the yeshiva from a 

worthwhile ad-hoc endeavor wholly dependent 

on local good will and the laws of chance to that of 

a solid institution with consistent and measurable 

academic standards.

Many of these ideas were propounded in a 

document called Igeres ha-yeshive (“Lpistle of the 

Yeshiva”), a call far and wide to the scholars of 

Lithuania to build the world of Torah by setting 

up yeshivas on this “proper model.” The docu­

ment made the establishment of new top-notch

academic institutions for Torah study into a cen­

tral cause for all of (Misnagdic) Lithuanian Jewry, 

and it was not long bef ore the yeshiva at Valozhin 

was welcoming Hasidic pupils as well.

Chaim contributed much of the start-up 

f inance himself, and set up a system of (again, to 

use current terminology) national and interna­

tional fundraising. Meshulokhim (“emissaries”) 

traveled far and wide looking for finance as well 

as recruiting agents for top teachers and students.

Beyond its dazzling success, Chaim of 

Valozhin’s new institution became the model for 

yeshivas across the Misnagdic areas of Lithuania. 

These “Lhvisheyeshives” are marked in blue on the 

map on page 147, which provides some data on 

the f ounder and the year of establishment, as well 

as some details of their history.

Like countless other rabbinic scholars, 

Chaim left his major written work to be pub­

lished after his death. It is a profound philo­

sophical tract that appeared in Vilna in 1824, 

about three years after his death, under the name 

Nefesh ha-Chayim (“The Soul of Life” or “Soul of 

the Living” after a midrashic statement “and all 

the souls, the soul of the living and of the dead are 

given over into your hands” — Medresh Rabo 

11: 10, on Deuteronomy; it is also a play on words 

on the author’s name and can be read as “The 

Soul of Chaim”).

The book is a kind of statement about the 

religious basis of Misnagdism and can even be 

construed as a learned and gentlemanly reply to 

Shneur-Zalmen’s Tanya. The Ntfesh ha-Chaim (as 

Chaim Valozhiner is sometimes called himself, af-
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ter his hook) claims that the intellectual study of 

Torah is the highest religious endeavor of which a 

Jew is capable. It also rejects outright the panthe­

ism of Hasidism. There can be no confusion of 

Creator and Created in his theology.

The earliest attempts to establish yeshivas 

in the spirit of the Gaon of Vilna were those two 

set up in Shklov during his lifetime: Riveles’ ye- 

shiva around 177 2 (the year of the first ban on the 

Hasidim) and Reb Mendel’s yeshiva around 1790. 

Both played an important but temporary role dur­

ing the “Shklov interlude” (see p. 2 12). There are 

different opinions about the origins of the Ki'bets 

ha-prushim (“community of those who distance 

themselves from their familv life to become im­

mersed in study”) in Lvsishok (now Lisiskes, 

Lithuania). Some traditions place it as early as the 

1790s. The reader is referred to the history of this 

remarkable shtetl by Yalta Lliach (Once there was a 

World: A 900 Year Chronicle ojthe Shtetl Eishyshok, 

1998).

But it was the great academy at Valozhin, 

the first truly professional Lithuanian rabbinical 

academy that was to become the “Harvard” of the 

international scene of rabbinic scholarship, and 

was to pave the way for the others. In the same 

spirit, leading scholars established academies in a 

number of towns, including Mir (now in Belarus) 

in 1815; Slonim (Belarus) in 1815; Kelem 

(Kelme, Lithuania) in 1872; Svintsyan (Svencio- 

nys, Lithuania) in 1882;Ielz (Telsiai, Lithuania) 

in 1882; Lomzhe (Lomza, Poland) in 188 5; 

Volkovishik (Volkovvsk, Belarus) in 1887; Plungyan 

(Plunge, Lithuania) in 1894; Slutsk (Belarus) in

1897; Voronov (Voronova, Belarus) in 1911; 

Ponevezh (Panevezys, Lithuania) in 1911 and an­

other in 1919; and others. They were all to be­

come world famous names, the virtual “universi­

ties” of traditional Lithuanian Jewish culture. 

During this period, veshivas on the same model 

arose in the larger cities too. Among those of par­

ticular fame are Reb Mavle’s veshiva (Ramciyles 

yeshive) in Vilna (18 51), and, in 186 5 the re­

nowned Slabodke veshiva of Kovna (Slabodke or 

Slobodka is now the Vilijampole district of 

Kaunas).

There is a rich lore about all of the 

Lithuanian yeshivas, that leads right into the 

present. Take for example the yeshiva founded at 

Slutsk in 1897. When it became clear af ter World 

War I that Slutsk would be on the Soviet side of 

the new Polish-Soviet frontier, its head, or rosh- 

yeshive, Rabbi Aaron Kotler (1892— 1962) pro­

claimed that the world of Torah scholarship would 

not survive the new society that the Bolsheviks 

were forcing upon the population. So, he picked 

himself up from Slutsk with his whole veshiva 

(and a good many townspeople too!), leaving be­

hind all their real estate and much else, and crossed 

the border over onto the Polish side, more or less 

stopping at the first shtetl there — Kletsk. And so, 

the great world center of Torah scholarship led bv 

Rabbi Kotler was, quite literally, “the Slutsk Ye­

shiva in Kletsk.” When the Soviets overran Kletsk 

in September 19 59, and proceeded to “give” Vilna 

to the Lithuanian Republic in October that year, 

Rabbi Kotler moved with as many yeshiva stu­

dents as possible to Vilna (the Polish Wilno that



had just become the Lithuanian Vilnius), which 

was briefly in independent and free Lithuania (un­

til the whole country was forcibly made a Soviet 

republic in the summer of 1940). Kotler and many 

of his pupils were rescued via Japanese transit vi­

sas issued by Japanese consul Chiune “Sempo” 

Sugihara (1900— 1986). brom Japan Kotler made 

it to the United States, and established the great 

yeshiva of Lakewood, New Jersey, which is in ef­

fect, the old Kletsker yeshiva, more retrospec­

tively, the old Slutsker yeshiva that had moved to 

Kletsk and then via Japan to Lakewood. In 

America he established the Vdad tiatsoloh (Rescue 

COmmittee), which concentrated on getting To­

rah scholars out of a Lurope in flames.

The Mir yeshiva (di Mireryeshive) had an 

analogous escape. After similarly finding tempo­

rary refuge in independent Lithuania, they trav­

eled with Japanese visas issued bv Sugihara, by 

bus from Kovna (Kaunas) to Moscow; by the 

Irans-Siberian Railway to Vladivostok; bv boat to 

Isuruga, Japan; by train to Kobe, Japan and then 

on to Shanghai, China where they remained until 

1947. Some eighty volumes, mostly reprographic 

copies of Lithuanian Jewish books, were pub­

lished in Shanghai in the 1940s. Shanghai goes 

down in Jewish cultural history as a “port of res­

cue” from which the religious culture was to 

emerge, decimated but unquestionably alive and 

capable of begetting new generations of Torah 

scholars.

Other veshivas that were largely destroyed 

were reconstituted bv survivors in North 

America, western Lurope and Israel. Some were

established by immigrants before the war, and 

then joined by refugees and survivors. One of the 

best known of these is in Gateshead on Tyne in 

northeastern Lngland.

In modern Israel, the members of non- 

Hasidic Lithuanian style traditonalist orthodox 

communities are known as Litai'm in modern He­

brew, even if many of their members have no per­

sonal links to Lithuania.

Lithuanian Hasidism followed the 

Misnagdic lead in establishing formal new insti­

tutions of higher rabbinic learning. Initially, in a 

newer (more localized and less rancorous) phase 

of the Misnagdic-LIasidic divide, some Hasidic 

powers that be, in communities in the “mixed” 

region southeast of Vilna and southwest of Minsk, 

staged “infiltrations” and “takeovers” of local 

veshivas. The most famous cases are the yeshivas 

at Lida and Slonim (see the map on page 147). But 

in 1897, precisely a century after the death of the 

Gaon of Vilna, as fate would have it, the powerful 

Chabad movement in Lubavitch opened its own 

yeshiva, called Teymkhey Tmi'mim (as it is pro­

nounced in the Lithuanian dialect of genuine 

Lubavitch Hasidim, or more informally, Tomkhe 

Tmi'mim). The name can be translated “Support­

ers of the upright.” Instead of different yeshivas 

being founded independently by personalities in 

different towns and cities, as had been the case 

among the Misnagdim, the Lubavitch movement 

organized a major coordinated effort to establish
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branches of Teymkhey Tmi'mim in an array of cities 

and towns. The yeshivas marked in red on the map 

on p. 147 are the Lithuanian Hasidic yeshivas. 

Those called Teymkhey Tmimim are the yeshivas of 

the Lubavitch movement in Dokshetz (now in 

Belarus); Homle (Gomel, Belarus); Nevl (Ncvel, 

Russia); Polotsk (in Belarus); Tshernigov 

(Chernihiv, Ukraine); Zhlobin (Belarus); 

Zhembin (Belarus), and other locations.

The Lubavitch dynasty passed from 

Shneur-Zalmen (1745— 1813) to his descendants 

right through to 1994. Their family name became 

Schneersohn (in other words: son of Shneur 

[-Zalmen]; its spelling derives from the Yiddish 

pronunciation Shneyer). The rebbes after him 

were Dov-Ber of Lubavitch (1778— 1827), 

Menachem-Mendel (17 89— 1866) better known 

as “the Tsemakh-Tsedek” af ter the title of his book 

by that name (which means “Branch of Righ­

teousness,” itself after Jeremiah 23: 5, 33: 15); 

Shmuel Schneersohn known by his acronym 

“the rcbbe Maharash” (1834— 1882); Sholem 

Duber (1860— 1920); Yeysef-Yitskhok Schnee­

rsohn (1880— 1950), still known as derjnerdiker 

rebbe (“the previous rebbe”) and Menachem- 

Mendel Schneerson (who dropped the last “h”), 

the final (?) rebbe (1902— 1994).

The penultimate Lubavitch rebbe, Yeysef- 

Yitskhok (Joseph Isaac or Yosef Yitzhak) 

Schneersohn pulled off a remarkable feat during 

the early years of the Soviet Union. While 

Misnagdic leaders were saving their yeshivas from 

the Soviets by moving them across the border to 

Poland, or abroad, Yeysef-Yitskhok started build­

ing a network of new Teymkhey Tmimim yeshi­

vas in the communist USSR, even as the Soviets 

were methodically (and with increasing brutality) 

dismantling the infrastructure of religion.

At the age of seventeen, right af ter his mar­

riage, Yeysef-Yitskhok was appointed by his fa­

ther to be the administrator of the just founded 

yeshiva Teymkhey Tmimim in the village of 

Lubavitch. He ended up turning a Hasidic court 

into a twentieth century movement. He became 

very active in Lithuanian rabbinic conferences. 

By then the movement came to be accepted as 

being within the mainstream of Lithuanian Jewry 

(while continuing to be Hasidic, albeit Lithuanian 

style). His public activism got him in trouble with 

the czarist authorities, and just like the Jewish 

revolutionaries at the opposite end of the Jewish 

cultural spectrum (see chapter 12), he was repeat­

edly arrested.

In 1920, when his father died, he became 

the new Rebbe (der Lubavitsher rebe), and redoubled 

his activist spirit, which was no doubt influenced 

by the spirit of the age and the modern Jewish 

movements in Lurope. Unlike most of the south­

ern Hasidic leaders, he accepted from the moderns 

the “spirit of a movement” and used the new tools 

to energize the Chabad-Lubavitch movement. He 

felt that traditionalist Jewish life could benefit by 

the new spirit, and should not remain a reclusive 

backseater while the anti-religious parties, groups 

and ideologies, such as socialism and secular Zion­

ism, were winning over more and more people. 

The result of his vision is the vast and dynamic 

Lubavitch movement of the twenty-first century.



Realizing the limitations of what he could 

do in the USSR, Yeysei-Yitskhok Schneersohn 

established a Lubavitch yeshiva in Warsaw in 

1921, but then returned to the Soviet Union to 

carry on his work there. After a stint in Rostov, 

he moved to Leningrad and resumed the work of 

organizing schools and yeshivas wherever he 

could. The map on p. 147 includes many of the ye­

shivas built or rebuilt by Schneersohn in the 1920s 

on the territory of Lita. There were more to the 

east in Russia itself. He was arrested in 1927 and 

sentenced to death. This was commuted to exile 

in the Urals, and after much international pres­

sure, he was exiled. He moved to Latvia, traveled 

to the United States where he set up the Lubavitch 

movement, and then returned to Poland where he 

remained until the Nazi invasion. He arrived in 

New York in 1940 to a rapturous welcome. There 

was also a Lubavitch presence in Shanghai during 

the war years, alongside the Misnagdic yeshivas- 

in-exile. The seeds of postwar continuity of tra­

ditionalist Lithuanian Jewish religious culture 

were being planted even before war’s end.

After Yeysef-Yitskhok’s death in 1950, 

Menachem-Mendel Schneerson was appointed 

Rebbe and singlehandedly succeeded in reviving 

Lithuanian-Hasidic orthodoxy in the terrain of 

the United States where the enormous attraction 

of the popular secular culture and the opportuni­

ties open to all made manv doubt that traditional­

ist orthodoxv could pull through. After building a 

powerful base in Brooklyn, New York, he sent 

emissaries (usually young rabbis from America or 

Israel) to the most far-flung corners of the globe

to establish traditional Lubavitch style commu­

nities and to try to convince secularized and irre­

ligious Jews to “return” to the orthodox norms 

of the Jewish religion. To the cultural historian it 

is of course a profound and even uproarious irony 

that a movement that was once deemed ultra­

radical, nihilistic, wanton, and feared to be undo­

ing the laws and obligations of the ancient Jewish 

civilization, should today be reaching remote cor­

ners of the earth to insist that more and more non­

observant modern Jews keep each and every law 

of that very civilization. In New York City, one of 

the typical tools has been the Lubavitch “Mitsva 

tank,” a vehicle that stops on streetcorners seek- 

ingout Jewish people and persuading them to don 

phylacteries, or say a prayer, or endeavor to keep 

another of the commandments (mitsvas; Yiddish 

mitsves).

Menachem-Mendel Schneerson died 

childless. A sect within Lubavitch arose claiming 

he was the Messiah and will return, and posters 

proclaiming him to be Messiah continue to be dis­

tributed. Nevertheless, the vast majority of the 

group is well within the Jewish traditionalist or­

thodox mainstream, sometimes bordering in re­

cent years more on the modern orthodox. Still, its 

powerful traditionalist wing maintains 

Lithuanian Yiddish as a living language much 

more securely than any group of Misnagdic or 

secular Litvaks. History is indeed full of ironies.
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While the institution of the Lithuanian ye- 

shiva survived the Holocaust, and Lithuanian 

Hasidism or its direct descendant thrives interna­

tionally, another important religious movement ol 

pre-Holocaust Lithuanian Jewry has all hut disap­

peared as a spiritual trend distinct from the others.

It is the Muser movement (Yiddish Muser, 

modern Hebrewmusar, spelled variously in Lnglish: 

musar, mussar, etc.). In the Hebrew Bible, the term 

occurs in various senses. One that survived down 

the ages is the usage in the Book of Proverbs refer­

ring to well-intentioned reproof or chastisement, 

particularly the spirit in which parents tell off chil­

dren to make of them better people. The King James 

version famously translated it as “instruction” in a 

special sense, as in “My son, hear the instruction of 

thy father, and forsake not the law of thy mother” 

(Proverbs 1:8); or “Hear counsel, and receive in­

struction, that thou mayest be wise” (19:20).

Over the millennia, the word acquired 

meanings akin to the modern sense of “morals,” 

“morality” and “ethics.” Jewish works on such 

subjects as human character are usually traced to 

a chain that started with a work by Saadiah Gaon, 

a leader of the Jews of Babylonia in the ninth cen­

tury, and was continued in Sepharad in the writ­

ings of the eleventh century poet and philosopher 

Ibn Gabirol. A classical work of the subject, was 

written by the late eleventh century Sephardic 

scholar Bahya ibn Paquda in Jewish Arabic, and 

became immortalized in an 1161 Hebrew transla­

tion under the title Obligations of the Heart (literally 

“hearts” in the plural). Influenced by Muslim 

writings, the book sets out a progression of stages

of development of the inner life, the “obligations of 

the heart,” which are distinguished from those of 

the body (legal obligations, actions and so forth).

A further stage came in medieval Ashkenaz. 

The “Hasidim of Ashkenaz” movement (see 

p. 40) developed a rich ethical literature. That 

group’s most famous work, the Seyfer Khasidim 

(Sefer Hasidim; see p. 40), traced to the twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries, concentrates not on the de­

velopment of a logical system ot human attributes 

in the vein of the Sephardic works, but rather on 

the practical situations which people of the day 

(and in many cases of any period) can find them­

selves involved in. A person’s way of dealing with 

other people is of paramount importance in the 

work. The group’s leading figure, Judah of 

Regensburg (Yehude Khosid, ±1150 — 1217), 

stressed extraordinary humility. What is perhaps 

most striking to the modern reader in the ethical 

literature of the period is the notion that ethical 

behavior is at its highest level where there is no 

easy logic, but is just the right thing to do. 

Whether on a strictly religious or an interpersonal 

matter, what is right is done because of “blind” 

acceptance of its rightness. In the culture in ques­

tion there could of course be no categorical divi­

sion into “religious” and “ethical.” Nevertheless, 

the “law of Heaven,” representing matters of the 

heart and matters of conscience, is considered a 

higher level than just the precepts of the Torah 

which are categorically laid out. There has been 

speculation on the C hristian influences on the 

ethical literature of Ashkenaz, analogous to the 

Muslim impact on the Sephardic ethicists.



Lor many centuries, various works from 

the diverse strands of Muser literature became 

popular and were rewritten, reprinted, translated 

and widely disseminated throughout Jewish Lu- 

rope. We have seen that the strictest of “narrow 

constructors of Jewish law,” the Gaon of Vilna 

himself , placed great value on this non-legal litera­

ture, urging that the translations into Yiddish of 

these works be studied extensively bv the mem­

bers of his own family (see p. 91). It might be fair 

to sav that the Gaon considered this literature, 

and more generally, concentration on improve­

ment of strength of character, as a necessary 

supplement to the core of Talmudic study It might 

also be lair to sav that he considered it of poten­

tially central value for the large part of the Jewish 

population — the majority ol men and virtually 

all women — who were not Talmudists, but could 

work on character, ethics and morals every bit as 

much as the Torah scholars.

When the I Iasidic-Misnagdic conflict died 

down in the early nineteenth century, a new move­

ment arose in the west of Lithuania (Xamet) that 

came to be called the Muser Movement. Its follow­

ers are known simply as Ji Musernikes (“the 

Muserniks”).

There were times and places where Muser 

appeared to be an emergent “Third Way” be­

tween the Misnagdim and the special kind of 

Hasidim in Lithuania. It arose in Salant (now 

Salantai, Lithuania). Its precursor was Xundel of 

Salant, and its great leader was Yisroel (Israel) of 

Salant. Like Vilna for Litvaks in general, Valo/hin 

for Misnagdim and Lubavitch for Lithuanian

I lasidim, the name Salant came to have a heart- 

throbbing aura of sanctity.

Xundel of Salant (Yevsef-Xundel son of 

Benvomin-Bevnish, 1786— 1866) wasastudent 

of C haim of Valo/hin, making for a direct line of 

intellectual evolution from the classical Misnag­

dim to the Muserniks. Me made a point not only 

ol propounding extraordinary modesty but ol 

living it out as well. I le dressed like a rural peas­

ant, not to let on that he was a scholar, and per­

haps primarily to work at all sorts of jobs in his 

life, behaving with the utmost care toward Jewish 

and non-Jewish customers alike, earning the 

minimum needed to live, beyond which he would 

spend his time immersed in Torah study. He 

turned down lucrative rabbinical positions and 

after a time in Vilna emigrated to Jerusalem.

According to the “founding story” of the 

Muser movement “it was like this”:

In the Lithuanian town Xhager (now 

Xagare), there was a little boy called Yisroel, born 

in 1810. He was a child prodigy at Torah studies, 

and amazed the townspeople with his sharpness. 

His father, Xev-Volf Lipkin, a rabbinic scholar, 

was a staunch Litvak in the Gaon’s mold and was 

unhappy that his little boy’s acumen was drifting 

toward pilpul and fantastic explanations. So, at 

the age ol ten, little Yisroel was sent out west to 

study pshat (the method of seeking out the simple 

meaning of a text) under the great rabbi T/.vi- 

I lirsh Brovde of Salant. Around the age of four­

teen, he took a walk and happened to encounter 

Yevsef-Xundel — Xundel of Salant — standing in 

a pine forest, weeping loudly, and repeating a verse
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about the greatness of God and the littleness of 

humans. This holy man told the boy: “StudyMuser, 

and you will become a truly Godfearing person!” 

He taught him the spirituality of intense study of 

the ethical literature, with a sad tune that differs 

from the traditional chant of Talmudic study, in 

complete isolation from other people. Yisroel, 

launched on his life’s work, never looked back.

The geographic epithet “Salanter” came to 

be used as Yisroel’s surname, and “Lipkin” was 

forgotten. He is also known in Lithuanian Jewish 

lore (and beyond) simply as der Salanter (“the man 

from Salant”). Salanter’s biography was tumultu­

ous, and more than once, his movement was 

feared as “yet another dangerous movement” that 

could do damage to traditional scholarship. But 

this time, the battleground was mostly limited to 

a number of Lithuanian yeshivas and the ef fect on 

the population at large was felt only when Salanter 

or another of the handful of charismatic leaders of 

the movement were personally active in a town.

A lot has been written about Salanter’s de­

cade in Vilna (1840— 1849). He preached the 

message that people should think long and hard 

before any business deal. He pointed out that pi­

ous Jews spend a lot of time concentrating on dif­

ficult matters of law in the study of Torah, but vir­

tually nobody spends time working on their con­

duct and character and how to fight the natural 

urges, impulses and passions that lead people 

astray every day of their lives.

Salanter’s stubborn personality, remark­

able personal humility, and adherence to a 

minimalist life style, all the while holding his own

among the greatest Talmudic scholars of his time, 

amalgamated to make him a sensational personal­

ity in the “Jerusalem of Lithuania.” His strategy 

for overcoming the passions and evil inclinations 

that lead people astray was classically pre-Freud­

ian. He argued that it was vital to become psycho­

logically intimate with the sources of those pas­

sions because “passion gives way to passion.” The 

notions of being humble, fearful of God and con­

scious of the need to build our characters must 

overwhelm the intellect and themselves become a 

singleminded (obsessive) passion or they cannot 

win out.

One swift tangible result was a wave of re­

prints of classical works of the Jewish ethical lit­

erature. Those treatises had been written over a 

period of more than a thousand years in 

Babylonia, Spain, Ashkenaz and other major Jew­

ish centers. Now they were being reprinted in one 

time and place — mid-nineteenth century Vilna 

— leading to the de facto creation of a “Muser 

library,” not as a sum total of books written over 

many centuries in different circumstances, but as 

those same books newly reconceptualized as 

forming a structured program for the human soul, 

and, a curriculum fit for systematic study.

Salanter therefore established a Muser- 

shtibl (“Little House of Muser”). This was in the 

studyhouse where he taught in the Zaretshe sec­

tion of Vilna (now the fashionable Uzupis section 

of Vilnius), and which was a beloved Jewish land­

mark in the city right up until the Holocaust. This 

was part of a wider effort to institutionalize and 

“mainstreamize” Muser. The work of becoming



a better person had to be the focus of conscious 

effort with dedicated time and established prac­

tices. Among these were a Muser hour at dusk 

when members of a group would study and medi­

tate together in that special sad chant, lamenting 

their own character failures, confronting them 

and deciding to work on them. Yes, it all sounds 

so modern.

He was so impressive as a “straight Tal­

mudist” that he was appointed head of the presti­

gious Ramayles Yeshiva in Vilna when he was 

barely thirty. But when he saw his rapid rise in 

stature and popularity causing much pain to the 

older, previous head, he stepped down and set up 

his Muser-shtibl, exchanging a good income for a 

poor one. When questioned, he insisted on the 

importance of setting an example of the need to 

do the right thing even when the wrong that oc­

curred was not one’s own fault.

There are accounts of Salanter’s fiery talks 

to laymen about the evil of even the slightest dis­

honesty in business; of businessmen coming to 

him in tears to confess that they could not con­

tinue as businesspeople with complete honesty 

and are therefore giving up their enterprises to be­

come laborers so that they would not be tempted. 

He established a Khevre Muser or “Muser Society” 

along the lines of existing societies for the study 

of Mishna, Psalms and other branches of Jewish 

learning.

Salanter had a radical plan for producing a 

Talmud dictionary in Yiddish that would give the 

key to higher Torah learning to the masses of 

simple people. The plan did not go very far. An­

other idea that met with little enthusiasm from any 

quarter was his plan to spread knowledge of the 

Talmud among Gentiles. He thought this would 

benefit them and Jews alike.

Par from being a quiet, lovable figure, 

Salanter become known as the fierce rebuker. 

While it is hard to know which of the many sto­

ries are historical and which apocryphal, the cu­

mulative reports that have come down paint the 

portrait of a latter day Lithuanian Jewish prophet 

constantly reminding his people that to live a 

good, honest life was even more important than 

studying Talmud and obeying all those six hundred 

and thirteen commandments.

During a cholera epidemic, Salanter orga­

nized all his students into first-aid squads, insist­

ing that they violate the Sabbath in order to save 

lives. Although Jewish law clearly states that a life 

threatening situation trumps Sabbath prohibi­

tions, it was the generality of the dispensation that 

caused conflict. Matters got worse when he 

pasted up Vilna with posters during the epidemic 

declaring that it is necessary to not fast on the Day 

of Atonement, the fast day regarded as the holiest 

day of the Jewish calendar.

When the Russian government and their 

assimilationist Jewish advisors were setting up a 

modern rabbinical seminary in Vilna in the late 

1840s, Salanter found himself under great pres­

sure to accept a teaching post there. The organiz­

ers wanted traditionally acceptable rabbinic lead­

ers to participate in order to give the place credi­

bility. Salanter responded by leaving town for 

good. His departure is seen by some as a result of
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the string of controversies he had been involved 

in, and bv others as exclusivelv the result of the 

rabbinic seminary episode.

I le moved to Kovna (now Kaunas). Here 

he founded a major yeshiva. Many of its hundred 

and f if ty or so pupils went on to become rabbinic 

leaders of the followinggeneration. While in Vilna 

his emphasis had been on the wider public, in 

Kovna it was on the yeshiva circles. This was the 

beginning of the Muser yeshiva movement. In a 

Muser oriented yeshiva, a sizable portion of the 

curriculum comprised Muser literature and there 

was considerable attention given to practical 

training to enable voung people to learn to over­

come their urges and constantly question their 

actions with a constant eye to self improvement.

By the mid-nineteenth centurv, the 

Slabodke section of Kovna had become a major 

Lithuanian yeshiva center. The leading rabbi in 

town was the famed Yitskhok-Hlkhonon Spektor 

(1817— 1896). He was not at all happy about 

Salanter’s efforts to “reform” the yeshivas of 

Lithuania with Muser.

The major Muser yeshivas are illustrated in 

green in the map of Lithuanian yeshivas on p. 147. 

One of the two yeshivas, the Koylel ha-prushim, 

was the scene of a “musar revolution” and the 

other became so hopelessly divided that it split 

into two yeshivas. A similar “takeover” took 

place at the famous Telzeryeshive (in Telz, now 

Telsiai, Lithaunia). In another case, one of 

Salanter’s disciples, Simkhe-Zisl Ziv-Brovde 

(1824— 1898), became renowned as a master of 

Muser in Kelem (Kelme, Lithuania), where he

founded a Muser yeshiva in 1872. Af ter an unfor­

tunate dispute in town, he moved and refounded 

it in Grobin, Courland (now Grobina, Latvia) in 

1880, where it became world famous and trained 

many rabbinic leaders of the next generation. 

Moreover, it became one of the few veshivas to 

incorporate modern studies alongside the most 

traditional Talmudic studies. This is indicated in 

the map on page 147 by the vertical black lines. 

There was, incidentally, one famous Misnagdic 

yeshiva that went in the same direction, and it too 

involved a conflict that led its founder to relocate. 

This was the yeshiva of Yitskhok-Yankev (Isaac 

Jacob) Reines (1839— 1915), founded in 

Svintsyan (now Svencionys, Lithuania) in 1882. 

The town was not ready for a modernist yeshiva 

and he moved down south to Lida (now in 

Belarus) in 1885, where his yeshiva became a 

model for traditionalist education that incorpo­

rates modern studies too. These two parallel 

moves by heads of yeshiva are marked bv the 

“geographic arrows” on the map of veshivas.

Over the decades, Salanter acquired the 

personal mystique of the guru that was character­

istic of a Hasidic rebbe and not a Lithuanian 

rabbi. But instead of claiming any divine powers 

(much less authority via genes or the superior soul 

of a tsadik), he played the role rather of an Old 

Testament prophet who storms for justice. One 

famous tale relates to his return to Salant after 

many years. A very poor woman came crying to 

him, explaining that her son had been “chosen” 

bv the community to fulfill the government’s 

quota for the draft into the czarist army. The fol-



lowing Sabbath, when prayers were over, and the 

community made a reception in his honor, he 

stormed at the heads ot the Jewish community, 

calling out “Murderers and Kidnappers!” He re­

buked each and every head of the community, 

carefully citing the care with which each carried 

out his most beloved religious commandments. 

One wore a handkerchief around his neck so as 

not to “carry” on the Sabbath (even though the 

town had an eyruv wire which permits carrying in 

the area within); another took extraordinary care 

over the kosher ness of the matzah (unleavened 

bread eaten on Passover). Yet they failed to even 

consider that they were committing a reprehen­

sible sin by choosing the son of a poor widow for 

their quota, bar from being satisfied with himself 

for saving the boy, he started a movement for res­

cuing poor children from the czarist draft.

A few of Salanter’s sayings have entered 

Yiddish folklore. Among the most famous are:

“People live with themselves for seventy 

years without getting to know themselves.”

“A rabbi whom the townspeople don’t 

want to chase out of town is no rabbi, and one who 

can be chased out is not a man.”

“There is no illness greater than despair.” 

On this last point, the evil of depression, there 

was a definite point of congruence with Hasidim, 

but it was only one point. Still, the presence ot a 

growing and sometimes confrontational spiritual 

movement led some Litvaks to call the Muserniksdi 

khsidimjiin Zamet (“the Hasidim of Zamet”).

Yisroel of Salant was never one to shirk 

from a reply. He quipped (after meeting the con­

temporary Lubavitch rebbe who did not impress 

him much):

“The Hasidim think that they have a 

rebbe. The Misnagdim think that they don’t need 

a rebbe. They are equally mistaken.”

The Muser movement proved itself capable 

of inspiring and spiritualizing simple and learned 

people, men and women alike. It synthesized its 

ethical teachings and practice with Torah study as 

curriculum for the best Lithuanian yeshivas. It 

also proved itself to be a reliable partner to the 

other two branches in the common goal of battling 

the secularist modernizers who were burgeoning 

in the nineteenth century, but without opposing 

the study of secular subjects. Why did it not be­

come the Third Way of traditional religious 

Lithuanian Judaism in a bigger way?

There are different answers to this ques­

tion. One of the simplest would be to say that the 

movement stalled out when its guru “ran away” 

from Lithuania (in violation, one might remark, 

of his own above-quoted adage about the need for 

a rabbi not to flee just because people want him 

to, but then again, this man was sincerely into 

profound self-criticism). He shocked his support­

ers around the world by settling in Germany and 

eventually becoming a Prussian citizen, even 

though he had persuasive arguments about the 

urgent need to bring rapidly assimilating German 

Jewry back to its traditional religious roots.

Detractors of the Muser movement see an 

abdication of leadership in his migration across the 

border. Although the distance was not particularly 

far in miles, it was very far in culture. He had, they

139



1(50

said, forsaken Lithuanian Jewry for the bluer skies 

of a Jewish community that had long lost its intense 

traditional Jewish culture, and where he could en­

joy teaching the basics of orthodox Judaism.

His supporters look at it differently. They 

claim that he succeeded in establishing a Muser 

movement, in injecting Muser into some of the 

greatest extant Lithuanian yeshivas and building 

new ones explicitly to forward the movement’s 

emphases within Judaism. They point to the many 

adherents of Muser among generations of yeshiva 

graduates, and above all to the f act that Muser was 

in the end incorporated in differing degrees into 

the yeshiva curriculum. All in all, the claim is that 

he took Muser as far as he could in Lithuania and 

his new goal w as to settle somewhere where the 

battle of tradition vs. secularism had allegedly 

been lost, and to help part of those communities 

return to their roots. He never learned to speak 

German, and ended up being a respected repre­

sentative of Lithuanian Jewish traditional culture 

for Prussian Jewry, in Konigsberg (now 

Kaliningrad, in the Russian Federation), and par­

ticularly in Memel (now Klaipeda, Lithuania), 

w here he lived almost twenty years. Memel was a 

border town spanning Lithuanian and German 

Jewish culture, and this enabled him to live in the 

midst of Lithuanian and German Jews in the one 

citv w here the two Jew ish cultures coexisted.

In his German period, Salanter moved 

closer to w hat is now known as “neo-orthodoxy,” 

the modern version of orthodox observance 

founded in Germany in the nineteenth century. 

He founded a magazine devoted to Torah studies

(Tvuno, “Understanding,” in 1861 — four issues 

in Memel and eight in Konigsberg), inspiring 

leading rabbis to try their hand at this new (and 

very western) genre.

In his later years he could not escape the 

recurring question about his migration, and an­

swered, as w as his wont, w ith a parable. “Horses 

go wild pulling a w agon dow n a mountainside. If 

the wagoner tries to stop them downhill, he w ill 

be trampled to death. He has to wait until the 

horse reaches the bottom of the mountain. Then 

he can grab them and fix the harnesses.” Some in 

Lithuania were edging toward modernity and 

secularism. In Germany it had already happened, 

and he would be of more use there.

Salanter also tried his luck in Paris briefly 

(in 1880), but things did not work out.

Lor Salanter it was a tragedy that his son, 

Lipman Lipkin, left Jewish religious life to pursue 

mathematics and physics. He studied at Konisgberg 

and Jena and moved to St. Petersburg. Dr. Lipkin de­

veloped a kinematic system, and invented a mechani­

cal device for changing linear motion into circular 

motion, known in the field as the “Lipkin parallelo­

gram.” Salanter had enormous respect for such en­

deavors but believed that they could go hand in hand 

with continuing adherence to one’s religious tradi­

tions and beliefs. It is ironic that for all his “extrem­

ism” in the eyes of many traditonal Litvaks, Salanter 

was considered to be the “acceptable face of tradition­

alist orthodoxy” by the secularists and radicals (see 

chapters 1 1 and 12). It is no coincidence that it was 

he who was pressured to teach rabbinics at the czar’s 

new' rabbinic college in Vilna in the late 1840s.



During Salanter’s long residence in Cier- 

manv, the Muser movement (not unpredictably) 

split into two tactions, hirst there were the mod­

erates who were on the whole content to incorpo­

rate Salanter’s practices ot setting a fixed time and 

place for introspection, study ot ethical texts and 

so forth. The second were considered extremists. 

This branch became known as Navdredker (those 

from Navaredok, now Navahradak or 

Novogrudok, Belarus). They were followers of 

Yeysef-Yey/1, known as der alter fun Navaredok 

(“the old man of Navaredok”). The Old Man of 

Navaredok spent most of his time in seclusion in 

a hut deep in the forest several miles from Lupts 

(Lvutsha), where another leading Musernik, Isaac 

Blazer (better known as Reb Itsele Peterburger, 

1837— 1907) had set up a place of learning based 

on Muser.

The young men of the Navaredok branch 

were constantly rebuking themselves and everv- 

one else around them about failures of behavior 

in even the smallest things in everyday life. In 

some cases this reached the point of public nui­

sance. There were also practical “tests” designed 

to strengthen character in the sense of trying to 

overcome caring what other people think. One 

would be sent to a pharmacy to ask to buy nails. 

Another would ask for food in a clothing shop. 

The purpose of such actions was to train oneself 

to not care about being laughed at. It was verily 

the Lithuanian Jewish equivalent of “fraternity 

tests” at modern universities.

The word “riot” that occurs in the literature 

might be too strong, but in 1897 there was a seri­

ous disturbance at the Slabodke yeshiva in Kovna 

as differences between the more extreme 

Muserniks and their detractors came to blows. The 

end of the century might well be taken as a point of 

steep, sudden decline of the movement, though it 

continued to flourish in a fewyeshivas, and a new 

academy was established in its spirit in Pinsk in the 

1920s (see the yeshiva map on p. 147).

The inner (and outer!) world of the 

Muserniks is best described by the great Yiddish 

author Chaim Grade (1910— 1982), of Vilna and 

New York (see p. 247). The interested reader is re­

ferred particularly to his longer poem Musernikes 

(“Muserniks”) and his masterpiece epic novel, 

Tzemakh Atlas (also called The Yeshiva), available in 

the fine Lnglish translation of Curt Leviant.

One of the geo-cultural effects of the Muser 

movement was to raise western Lita — Zamet — 

to prominence as the heartland of an innovative 

approach within traditional Judaism. It might be a 

stereotype and an exaggeration to say it, but there 

is probably some truth in the remark, that if one 

traveled from the Baltic Sea eastward, through 

communities of traditional rabbinic scholars and 

their pupils, one encountered successively the 

sad, introspective sunset melody of the Muserniks 

in the west; the inquiring question and answer 

melody of the classic Lithuanian Talmudic scholar 

in the middle; and the rapturous singing of the 

Chabad Hasidim in the east.
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From the world of Lithuanian Torah

102 Y its k h o k -L lk h o n o n  (Isaac L lch a n a n ) S p e k to r (1 8 1 7 — 18 96 ). B o rn  

in  R osh , G ro d n a  P ro v in c e , S p e k to r w e n t o n  to  h o ld  va rio u s  ra b ­

b in ic  posts u n t i l  he se ttle d  in  K ovna  in  18 64 . H e  becam e a p o p u la r  

le a d e r o f L ith u a n ia n  J e w ry  and  fo u n d e d  a g re a t yesh iva th e re  (see 

m ap  o n  p . 147). In  a d d it io n  to  h is  te a c h in g  and  h is  c o m m e n ta r ie s , 

he was k n o w n  as a m an  o f a c tio n  w h o  fo u g h t h a rd  and s tro n g  to  

m it ig a te  exa ris t e d ic ts , p a r t ic ip a t in g  tw ic e  in  m ee ting s  in  St. P e te rsburg . H e  was 

also q u ic k  to  seek o u t  a id  fo r  v ic t im s  o f p o v e r ty  and  d isaste rs . In  h is  ra b b in ic  

d e c is io n s  he always t r ie d  to  f in d  a w ay to  be le n ie n t.

Y itskh o k-I'lkh o n o n  Spektor

Joseph Ze thari.i Shtern

T h e  C h o fe tx -C h a im  (1 8  38— 19 3 3). H is  rea l nam e was 

Y is ro e l-M e ir  h a -K o y h e n  (he even had tw o  fa m ily  nam es, Kagan and 

P u p ko , b u t  th e y  w e re  q u ite  u n k n o w n ) .  Chojetz-Chaim  was th e  nam e 

o f h is  f ir s t  b o o k  (p u b lis h e d  in  V iln a  in  187 3); i t  m eans “ d e s ir in g  

l i f e ”  and i t  com es f ro m  th e  B o o k  o f Psalm s: “ W h o  is th e  m an  th a t

Joseph Z e c h a r ia  S h te rn  (1 8 3 1  — 1 9 0 3 ) was b o rn  in  N a y s h to t-  

S h ir v in t  (a lso  c a lle d  N a y s h to t-S h a k i) ,  n o w  K u d irk o s  N a u m ie s tis , 

L ith u a n ia . H e  sp e n t a decade as ra b b i o f Y asinovke, G ro d n a  P ro v in ce  

b e fo re  s e tt lin g  in  Shavl (n o w  S ia u lia i, L ith u a n ia ) ,  in  th e  K ovn a  re g io n . 

H e  was a b r i l l ia n t  T a lm u d is t and p o le m ic i/e d  aga inst th e  re fo rm e rs  w h o  

w e re  c o l lu d in g  w ith  th e  exa ris t a u th o r it ie s  to  re fo rm  t r a d i ­

t io n a l Jew ish  e d u c a tio n . In  m o d e rn  I Ie b re w  li te ra tu re ,  he is 

best k n o w n  fo r  having been the  o b je c t o f a satire  by p o e t Judah 

L e ib  G o rd o n  (see p. 2 32 ). In  th e  p o e m  th e  le tte rs  o f th e  

ra b b i’ s nam e are sc ra m b le d  to  p ro d u c e  th e  f ic t io n a l nam e 

Vajsi ha -K uza ri ( “ Vafsi th e  K a x a r” ).

T h e  C h o le tz -C h .iim
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desireth life, and loveth clays, that he may sex' good therein ? Keep thv tongue from

ev il, and th v  lip s  fro m  s p e a k in g g u ile ”  (Psalm s 34: 1 

tre a tis e  aga inst gossip  and b a d m o u th in g . I Ie 

w e n t on  to  w r ite  a n o th e r tw e n ty  books, and be ­

cam e one of the  m ost be loved ra b b in ic  figures in  

L ith u a n ia . 11 is veshiva was the  o n ly  one  in  h is ­

to ry  tha t “ founded itse lf.”  A ro u n d  1869 students 

fro m  all ove r Hocked to  h is t in y  v illage  R a d in , 

w h ic h  has becam e w o r ld  fam ous tha nks  to  its  

il lu s tr io u s  res iden t.

-1 4 ) .  In  fac t, the  b o o k  is a

T lu * C lm lr ly - C h . i im ’ s f.im ous veshiv.i in R .id in

Y itskho k-Y an kev  Reines (1 8  39— 19 1 5) was a p r o l i f ic  

sch o la r and a d y n a m ic  le ad e r w h o  c o n t in u e d  the  C iaon ’s t r a ­

d it io n  of p e rfe c tin g  T a lm u d ic  research m e th o d o lo g y  based on  

lo g ic  (and  Logic is th e  nam e o f one  o f h is best k n o w n  w o rk s ) . 

1 Ie also be lieved  a veshiva c o u ld  be fu lly  t ra d it io n a l w h ile  in ­

c lu d in g  m o d e rn  s tud ies . W h e n  h is  e x p e r im e n ta l vesh iva in  

S\ in tsya n  (n o w  S venc ionvs, L ith u a n ia )  was u n ra ve le d  by  lo ­

cal c o n f l ic t  at te r  o n ly  a 1 ew  m o n th s , he s ta rte d  o ve r again in  

L id a  (n o w  in  B e la ru s ), and b u i l t  a successfu l in s t i tu t io n  —  

th e  L id a  vesh iva fo u n d e d  in  1905 —  c o m b in in g  bo n a  f id e  

veshiva s tud ies  w ith  m o d e rn  sub jec ts .

Y itsk lm k-Y .m kex Reines

T h e  R idbaz (1 8 4 5 — 19 1 3) was a m a jo r T a lm u d ic  c o m ­

m e n ta to r (specia liz ing  in  the  Jerusalem  T a lm ud) whose life  to o k  

h im  fro m  his na tive  K o b r in  (n o t fa r f ro m  B ris k ), to  1 /b a llin , to  

B o b ro vsk , to  V iln a , to  S lu tsk  (w h e re  he fo u n d e d  ayesh iva ), to  

C h icago  (w h ic h  he le f t  because of the  n o n -re lig io u s  A m e ric a n  

e n v iro n m e n t) ,  to  Salad, in  the  n o r th e rn  ( ia lile e  in  the  Land of 

Israel, w here  he founded  a n o th e r veshiva (w h ich  s till exists). 1 Ie 

becam e a c o n tro v e rs ia l con se rva tive  in  legal m a tte rs , in s is tin g  

th a t the  land n o t be w o rk e d  in  the  seventh sabbatical year, in  ac­

c o rd in g  w ith  B ib lic a l law. I lis  p o p u la r  a p p e lla tio n  R idbaz is an 

a c ro n y m  of his nam e R a bb i Yankev D o v id  ben X ’evv.
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C h a im  S o lo v e itc h ik  (1 8 5  3— 19 18) was a p ro d u c t  o l th e  g re a t 

V a lo xh in  Yeshiva ( fo u n d e d  in  1 80 2  by th e  G aon o f V iln a ’ s p u p i l C h a im  

o f V a lo z h in ). I le  was the  son o f one  o f th e  yeshiva \s le a d in g  in s tru c to rs ,  

was b o rn  in  V a lozh in  and w e n t on  to  deve lop  new m e th o d o lo g y  based in

p a r t  o n  s u b d iv id in g  c o m p le x  p ro b le m s  in to  th e ir  

W h e n  th e  c za ris t g o v e rn m e n t c losed  d o w n  th e  

yeshiva in  1892 (because of a re fusa l to  in tro d u c e  

se cu la r s u b je c ts ) , he m ove d  to  B r is k  (B re s t, 

B e la ru s ), w h e re  he succeeded h is  la th e r  as c h ie f 

ra b b i,  b e c o m in g  fam ou s  lo r  h is  le a rn in g  and fo r  

h is  soc ia l a c tiv is m  on  be ha lf o l th e  needy. 1 Ie o f ­

te n  gave away his ea rn in g s  to  p o o r  p e op le . 1 Ie re ­

m a ins  k n o w n  as th e  Brisker rov (th e  ra b b i o f B r is k ).

c o m p o n e n t pa rts .

T h e  d u o  in  D v in s k . O n e , k n o w n  as “ th e  Or Som ejakh”  ( a lte r  a 

fam ou s  b o o k  o l h is ) was a M isn a g e d , a classic L ith u a n ia n  ra b b in ic  f o l ­

lo w e r  o l the  G aon of V iln a . 11 is rea l nam e was M e ir -S im c h a  h a -K o v h e n  

o l D v in s k  (1 8 4  3— 1 9 2 6 ). T h e  o th e r, k n o w n  as “ th e  Rogetshover”  (a l te r  

his b ir th  p lace Rogetshov, now Rahacou in  eastern  B e la rus) was I las id ic , 

a fo llo w e r  o l the  L u b a v itc h  b ra n c h  o l L ith u a n ia n  H a s id is m . H is  rea l 

nam e w as Joseph R o /.in .

41ie O r  S om evakh and th e  R oge tshover w ere b o th  geniuses, b o th  

devo ted  m u ch  of th e ir  lives to  c o m m e n ta rie s  on  M a im o n id e s  and b o th  

w e re  the  ch ie f rab b is  o f th e ir  c o m m u n it ie s  w i th in  D v in s k  (now  

D augavp ils , La tv ia ): th e  O r  S om evakh fo r  the  M is n a g d im  in  tow  n, and 

the  R ogetshover fo r  the  I la s id im .

D u r in g  the  S oviet p e r io d , the  o ld  Jew ish 

cem e te rie s  in  D v in s k  w ere de s tro yed , b u t at the  

behest o l th e  Jew ish  c o m m u n ity  (w h ic h  has 

m a in ta in ed  one sm all synagogue u n in te r ru p te d ly  

s ince the  w a r), the  graves o f b o th  leaders o l Jew ­

ish D v in s k  w e re  m ove d  to  th e  new ce m e te ry , 

w h e re  the y  lie  r ig h t  n e x t to  each o the r.
I 111* ( h  S o n h :\ d k l i  

(M r ii -S im i h.i I1.1- 

KoyIhmi ol Dvinsk)
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Ye\ s r l -Y its k h o k

Si h n r r is o h n ,  the  s ix th  

I u h .i\ i t i  h e r re h he , \\ ho 

d .n inL th  set up .1 n e tw o rk

ot \ r s h i\ . is  in the  S o \ ir t

U n io n  in t h r  l l )2()s

Ycvsc 'l-Y itskhok (Joseph Isaac) S chnccrsohn  (1 8 8 0 —  

19 50 ) was the  s ix th  rebbe o! the  L u b a v itch  m o ve m e n t. In  the  

s p ir it  o l the  m o ve m e n t’s founder, his ancestor S hneur-X a lm en, 

w h o  had b u i l t  an e d if ic e  c o m b in in g  H a s id ic  ra p tu re  w ith  

L ith u a n ia n  Jew ish le a rn in g , he devo ted  m u ch  o i h is life  to  

b u ild in g  new veshivas. T h e  ge og raph ic  com pass of his e n e r­

getic w o rk  was cen te red  in  the  h is to r ic  hom e land  of the  m ove­

m e n t, easte rn  L ita  (now  eastern  B e la ru s ). Perhaps the  m os t 

am azing  p a r t o f th is  m a n ’s life  tra n s p ire d  d u r in g  the  vears he 

b u i l t  up  a n e tw o rk  o l veshivas in  the  S ovie t U n io n  ( in  the  

B e lo ru ss ia n , and also o th e r  re p u b lic s ). To do  so u n d e r th e  

C’o m m u n is t reg im e  was s o m e th in g  close to  m ira c u lo u s . I Ie 

was lin a llv  a rre s te d  in  1927 , b u t released to  go ab road a lte r  

massive in te rn a tio n a l pressure . I Ie spen t som e vears in  La tv ia  and Po land, se t­

t in g  up  veshivas w h e re v e r he s o jo u rn e d . I Ie was able to  escape to  th e  U n ite d  

States in  1940 w h e re  he he lped b u ild  the  L ith u a n ia n  I la s id ic  m ove m en t, nam ed 

lo r  th a t v illage L u b a v itc h , in to  a p o w e r lu l m ove m e n t.

O i k ' o l m anv re m a rk a b le  cha rac te rs  a m o n g  L ith u a n ia n  Jew ish scho la rs, 

M evsha le  M a rk o v itz  w as a shoem aker, w hose la th e r  had tu rn e d  to  fa rm in g  a l­

te r  T a iling  as a ta ilo r .  B o rn  in  185 5 in  th e  v illa g e  N a m d k s h t (N e m a k s c ia i,  

L i th u a n ia ) ,  M evsh a le  M a rk o v itz  spe n t m o s t o l h is  l i le  in  th e  ne a rb v  s h te tl 

Rasevn (R a se in ia i). As a vo u n g  m an w h o  lik e d  to  bu v  Y id d is h  s to rv  bo oks  f ro m  

ih c  pakntreyer, th e  tra v e lin g  b o o k s e lle r, he on ce  cam e across a v o lu m e  o l ra b ­

b in ic  b io g ra p h v  and b ib lio g ra p h v  bv the' g re a t s c h o la r C h a im  Joseph Daviel 

A zu la i (1 7 2 4 — 18 06 ). A zu la i, o l Jerusa lem  anel la ter, L iv o rn o  (L e g h o rn , I ta lv ) , 

hael w r i t te n  tw o  vo lu m e s  calleel Shorn ha-CuIbylim (Shorn ha-G edo lim , “ N a m e  o l 

th e  C ireat O n e s ” ). T h e  s h o e m a k e r f ro m  

Rasevn elecieleel th a t he w ou le l in  h is  l i fe t im e  

p roe luce  a “ v o lu m e  th re e ”  w h ic h  w ou le l te ll o l 

th e  li fe ,  t im e s , anel b o o ks  o l th e  g re a t Jew ish 

scholars o l L ith u a n ia . Lvcrvboe lv  laughcel at the  

s h o e m a ke r w h o  cou le l n o t even w r i te  I Iebre 'w  

p ro p e r lv  anel w ou le l lo r  vears ask o th e r  p e o p le  

to  w r i te  no tes  lo r  h im  lo r  th e  b o o k . B u t a lte r  

w o rk in g  on  th e  p ro je c t  n o n -s to p  lo r  t h i r t v -  

e 'ight vears, h is tw o  v o lu m e s  (Shorn ha-Gdovlim  

ha -shhsh i, “ T h e  T h ire l B o o k  o l N a m e  o l th e

i (>r>

I Ih - s h oe m .ikc r o l R .w ;\ n 

.in<l his l.im ou s hook
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G reat O nes”  parts I and I I )  appeared in  V iln a  in  1910. I t  is an indispensable 

to o l lo r  the  h is to ry  o f ra b b in ic  c u ltu re  in  L ithuan ia . I le  was also in  love w ith  

the  Jew ish h is to ry  o f L ith u a n ia n  tow n s, and the  scholars in  each. I Ie p u b ­

lished w o rk s  on  Rasevn, K evdan (n o w  K e d a in ia i, L ith u a n ia ) , and 

N avaredok (N o w o g ru d o k , n o w  N avahradak, B e la rus), a ll in  1913.

C h a im - L y /e r  (C h a im -O v z e r , I Ia v v im - O /e r )  G ro d /.e n s k i 

(1 8 6  3—  19 4 0 ) was th e  last Vilncr rov o r  “ c ity  ra b b i o f V iln a . ”  T h e  fo r ­

m a lity  was n o t  q u ite  such , as th e  V iln a  c o m m u n ity  had d e c id e d  n o t  to  

have a “ c h ie f ra b b i”  a t a ll s ince a c o m p lic a te d  d is p u te  b e tw ee n  tw o  p re ­

te n d e rs  b a ck  in  th e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry . N eve rthe less , th is  g re a t sch o la r 

was p o p u la r ly  c ro w n e d  Vilncr rov, an d , w ith  th e  im p e n d in g  H o lo c a u s t, 

he was, re tro s p e c tiv e ly  speak ing , th e  last p re -w a r  ra b b i o f V iln a . In  a d ­

d i t io n  to  h is w o rk s  on  Jew ish law, he devo ted  m any years to  s tre n g th e n ­

in g  the  veshiva m o ve m e n t. I Ie in it ia te d  a c o n fe re n ce  in  G ro d n a  in  1924 

w h ic h  re s u lte d  in  th e  e s ta b lis h m e n t o f th e  Vaad ha-yeshives (C o u n c il fo r  

Yeshivas). I Ie was opposed  to  Z io n is m , e m ig ra t io n , m o d e rn iz a t io n  and 

la x ity  in  the  observance  of Jew ish law. N everthe less, in  h is pe rsona l c o n d u c t he 

was to le ra n t  and re s p e c tfu l. W h e n  th e  g re a t D r. Tsem akh Shabad (see p. 2 8 9 ), 

a s o c ia lis t by c o n v ic t io n ,  d ie d  in  19 35, C h a im -L v z e r ,  as he was u n iv e rs a lly  

k n o w n  in  V iln a  Y id d is h , cam e to  th e  fu n e ra l to  pav h is respects to  a g rea t m an . 

T h e  s e c o n d -flo o r ba lcony  fro m  w h ic h  he w o u ld  gree t v is ito rs  on  Zavalna S treet, 

c o rn e r  o f P oh u lanka  (n o w  P v lim o , c o rn e r  o f B asanavic iaus in  V iln iu s )  s t i l l  

stands. I Iis  s tud en ts  w h o  su rv ived  the  w a r w o u ld  savo f C h a im -L v /e r :  “ I Ie had 

th e  go o d  fo r tu n e  to  d ie  o f a b ro k e n  h e a rt w h e n  th e  S oviets c losed  d o w n  his 

vesh iva in  1 9 4 0 .”  T h e  N azis in vaded  in  June  19 41 .

A religious school and tencher 

tra in ing  se m iiu rv  fo r vounn 

women in Kovna.

A l A N I )  I ( )  K I I W 1 S  II I K A 1) I I I O  N
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Tlu* Khcvrc .S/).is (T il mud 

studvine socictv) in Aniksht 

(now Anvksci.ii, L ithuania).

Tlu* Khcvir Shii\ (T ilm ud  

sludvine society) in I we 

(now Iuje, Belarus).
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1 ( ) 8
IV .ivin^ on his own in S lonini.

Tash likh  in S lonin i

O n  th e  f ir s t  day o t th e  tw o -  

day Rosh-Hashona  n e w  y e a r ’ s h o l i ­

day (w h ic h  fa lls  m o s t o f te n  in  Sep­

te m b e r) ,  i t  is t ra d it io n a l to  p e r fo rm  

th e  a n c ie n t,  and  s im p le  c e re m o n y  

ca lled  Tashlikh, w h e re b y  o n e ’ s sins 

are s y m b o lic a lly  shaken o u t  o f o n e ’s 

p o c k e ts  and  “ t h r o w n ”  in to  a sea, 

r iv e r  o r  r u n n in g  s tream . H e re , Jews 

o f S lo n im  (n o w in  B e la rus) c a r ry o u t  

T a s h lik h . T h e  w o rd  m eans “ T h o u  

w i l t  cas t”  and i t  com es f ro m  a pas­

sage in  th e  P ro p h e t M ic a h : “A n d  

T h o u  w i l t  cast a ll t h e ir  s ins in  th e  

d e p th s  o f th e  sea ”  ( 7 :1 8 ) .



Synagogues are not all the same . . .
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I.ide ( I.id.1 , Belarus):

(in

foreground) and \hul

Cirodna (G rodno, non H rodna, Belarus)

T h e  Jew ish  c o m m u n it ie s  o f  L ith u a n ia , lik e  those  th ro u g h o u t ta s te r  n L u ro p e , 

had a w id e  v a r ie ty  o l houses o f p raye r. T h e y  cam e in  m any shapes and  sizes, 

ra n g in g  f r o m  d im in u t iv e  w o o d e n  shacks a ll th e  w a y  to  g ra n d  s ton e  e d ifice s . 

D i f  fe re n t categories o f  p rayerhouses had d is t in c t  fu n c tio n s  and d if  fe re n t nam es 

in  Y id d is h . I t  is e n t ire ly  n a tu ra l th a t  c u r r e n t  re s id e n ts  in  m a n y  to w n s  re fe r  to  

th e  e x ta n t p re -w a r  Jew ish p rayerhouses us ing  the  loca l fo rm  o f th e  w o rd  “ syna­

g o g u e .”  B u t th in g s  are a lways m o re  c o m p le x  w h e n  a c u ltu re  is lo o k e d  a t f ro m  

w ith in .

T h e  h ig h -c e il in g e d s W  g e n e ra lly  had a w o m e n ’s s e c tio n , v e ry  o f te n  o n  

a m ezzan ine  th a t lo o k e d  d o w n  f ro m  th re e  sides o n to  th e  bime (bim a) , p ro v id in g  

th e  best th e a te r -q u a lity  v iew s o f th e  a c tio n  a t th e  c e n te r  d o w n  be low . T h e  shul 

was o f te n  u n h e a te d  and was used fo r  th e  w a rm e r  p a r t  o f th e  year, s tre tc h in g  

f ro m  b e fo re  th e  s p r in g  h o lid a y  o f Passover to  a f te r  th e  H ig h  H o ly  Days in  th e
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1 70
Druva (Belarus)

E

a u tu m n , w h ic h  in c lu d e  Rosh Hashona  (Y id d is h  

5 Rosheshone, th e  Je w ish  n e w  y e a r) , Yom K ip pu r 

7 ' ( Yomkiper, th e  D a y  o f A to n e m e n t) ,  and  Sukkos 

5 (Sukes, T h e  Feast o f T a b e rn a c le s ). T h e  re s t o f th e

'£ yea r th e  shul was c losed in  m any lo c a litie s , th o u g h  

S som e had  h e a ted  w in g s  fo r  s m a lle r  g ro u p s  o f 

> p e o p le  a ll yea r ro u n d . T h e  shu l c o u ld  be m ade of 

J  w o o d  o r  o f m a s o n ry  (b r ic k  o r  s tone ). W h e n  i t  was 

s an u n h e a te d  s tru c tu re ,  th e  s h te tl shul was o f te n  

ca lle d  (w ith  a l i t t le  h u m o r)  di kdlte shul ( l i te ra l ly  

“ th e  c o ld  synagogue” ).

T h e  bismedresh (beys-medrosh, be is-ham i- 

drash , beth midrash e tc .) ,  by  c o n tra s t, d o u b le d  as b o th  a house o f s tu d y  and a 

house  o f p raye r. In  m a n y  to w n s  th e  bismedresh was o p e n  day and  n ig h t  so any ­

one  c o u ld  com e , p u ll o u t  a to m e  o f th e  T a lm u d  o r  one  o f its  c o m m e n ta rie s , and 

s it  d o w n  and  s tu d y  b y  d a y lig h t  o r  b y  c a n d le lig h t .  T h e  th re e  d a ily  p ra ye rs  

(shakhris in  th e  m o rn in g ,  minkhe  in  th e  a f te rn o o n  and mdyrev in  th e  eve n ing ) 

w e re  c a r r ie d  o u t  c o m m u n a lly  in  th e  bismedresh th ro u g h o u t  th e  year. I t  is a 

sm a lle r s tru c tu re  th a t can be heated d u r in g  th e  c o ld  m o n th s . I t  usua lly  does n o t 

have a w o m e n ’s se c tio n  because w o m e n  are n o t  o b lig a te d  by  th e  d a ily  p raye rs  

and g e n e ra lly  a tte n d e d  a la rg e r shul o n  h o lid a ys  and Sabbaths.

S om e tim es even a sm all s h te tl had a n u m b e r o f botey-midroshim  (p lu ra l o f 

bismedresh). S v in tsyan  (n o w  S venc ionys, L ith u a n ia )  was w e ll k n o w n  fo r  its  a l­

ter bismedresh (O ld  S tu d yh o u se ) and  its  nayer bismedresh (N e w  S tu d y h o u s e ). 

Z h e t l,  n o w  (D /y a tla v a , B e la ru s ) was re n o w n e d  fo r  its  th re e  s tudyhouses : der

a lte r bismedresh, der nayer bismedresh, and  —  der 

m iteler bismedresh (T h e  M id d le  S tu d yh o u se ). In  a 

sh te tl w h e re  t ra d it io n a l Jew ish c u ltu re  flo u r is h e d  

fo r  cen tu rie s  i t  n o t in fre q u e n tly  happened th a t the  

f  “ n e w ”  studyhouse was itse lf hu nd reds  of years o ld .

S L ith u a n ia n  Y id d is h  also has a th ir d  w o rd

J  fo r  a p ra y e rh o u s e : th e  kloyz, w h ic h  was u su a lly

= s m a lle r  th a n  th e  shul (b u t  in  som e to w n s  ju s t  be -

~ cam e th e  p o p u la r  w o rd  fo r  any p ra y e rh o u s e ).
/
i  S o m e tim e s  th e  kloyz was lim ite d  to  m e m b e rs  o f a

g c e r ta in  tra d e , as in  d i shnaydershe kloyz ( ta i lo r s ’

p ra y e rh o u s e ), di shustershe kloyz (s h o e m a k e rs ’ 

p ra y e rh o u s e ), and so fo r th .  M o d e rn  Y id d is h  has

kevdan (keda in ia i, 

Lithuania) sundial over the 

entrancewav to its din/ Ih-vj 

(svnaeouue courtya rd )

Brisk d ’ l.ite  (Brest, Belarus)
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c o in e d  th e  w o rd  klayzldik  in  th e  sense o f “ fa c t io n a l”  f ro m  th e  o ld  n o t io n  o f th e  

kloyz. B u t a p raye rh ouse  s ta rted  by m em b ers  o f one  tra d e  c o u ld  g ro w  ove r t im e  

to  encom pass a m u c h  w id e r  m e m b e rs h ip , w h ile  k e e p in g  its  o ld  nam e. A n d  

som e trades o fte n  p re d o m in a te d  in  c e rta in  lo ca tio n s . T h e re fo re  one  fin d s , say, 

a ll k in d s  o f Jew ish  p ra ye rh ouse s  na m ed  fo r  say, th e  ta ilo rs , s ta r t in g  f ro m  der 

shnaydersher minyen and re a c h in g  r ig h t  u p  to  di shnaydershe shul.

T h e  p h o to g ra p h  f ro m  p re w a r  K e lm  (o r  K e le m , n o w  K e lm , 

L ith u a n ia ) ,  show s f ro m  le f t  to  r ig h t :  th e  kloyz , th e  bismedresh, and 

th e  shul. T hese  w e re  f re q u e n tly  re fe r re d  to  o u ts id e  to w n  to g e th e r  

w ith  th e  to w n ’s nam e in  Y id d is h  a d je c tive  fo rm : Kelmer kloyz, Kelmer 

bismedresh, Kelmer shu l.

I t  was fre q u e n tly  th e  case th a t th e  v a rio u s  p ra ye rh ouse s  and 

s tud yh o u se s  w e re  c lu s te re d  a ro u n d  a c o u r ty a rd  k n o w n  in  

L ith u a n ia n  Y id d is h  as th e  shu l-heyf (s ta n d a rd  Y id d is h  shu l-ho y f “ th e  

synagogue y a rd ” ), re n d e re d  shu le f in  ra p id  speech. T h e  im age f ro m  

K eydan (n o w  K e d a in ia i)  shows th e  fam ous s u n d ia l th a t m a rk e d  the  

e n tra n c e w a y  to  th a t  to w n ’s shul-heyf.

In  m a n y  to w n s  in  h is to r ic a l c e n tra l L ith u a n ia  (n o w  ea s te rn  L ith u a n ia  

and w e s te rn  B e la ru s ), th e re  w e re  m in o r i t y  p ra ye rh o u se s  b e lo n g in g  to  th e  

C h a b a d -L u b a v itc h  m o v e m e n t o f L ith u a n ia n  H a s id im . Such p ra ye rh o u se s

Kelem (Kelme, Lithuania)

left to right: klovz, hi\nn'\In^h and v/iu/

Riga ( I .a t\ ia )

F
o

m
a

s/
. 

W
is

n
ie

w
sk

i 
C

o
ll

e
c

ti
o

n
 

B
ia

lv
st

o
k



X h id ik  (Z vd ik ia i, L ithuan ia)

c o u ld  be k n o w n , say, as di khsidishe kloyz ( “ th e  l i t t le  H a s id ic  

p ra y e rh o u s e ” ) o r  der khsi'disher minyen ( “ th e  H a s id ic  q u o ­

r u m , ”  r e fe r r in g  to  th e  q u o ru m  o f t e n  m en  o v e r th e  age o l 

m a jo r ity , th ir te e n ,  needed lo r  p ra y e r; i t  cam e to  be used c o l­

lo q u ia l ly  lo r  th e  s t ru c tu re  its e lf) .  In  h is to r ic a l e a s te rn  

L ith u a n ia  (n o w  e a s te rn  B e la ru s ), w h e re  th e  C h a b a d - 

L u b a v itc h  synagogues w e re  in  th e  m a jo r ity ,  and  th e  

M is n a g d im  in  th e  m in o r ity , th e  m isn agd ic  p raverhouses w e re  

th e  ones s in g le d  o u t  as di misnagdishe kloyz ( “ th e  l i t t le  

m is n a g d ic  p ra y e rh o u s e ” ) o r  der misnagdisher minyen ( “ th e

Slonim (Belarus)

Shat (Seta, Lithuania) kle tsk ( Belarus)



m is n a g d ic  q u o r u m ) ”  and  o c c a s io n a lly  even as dar h'tvisher minyan ( “ th e  

L ith u a n ia n  q u o ru m ” ), in  places w h e re  litvish cam e, a lte r  th e  la te  e igh te en  c e n ­

tu r y  1 Ia s id ic -M is n a g d ic  s p lit ,  to  he used to  s ig n ify  th e  c o n c e p t “ M is n a g d ic .”  

L ik e  th e  p ro v e rb ia l w o r ld  o f s n o w  to  th e  L s k im o s , th e  c o m p le x  o f 

L ith u a n ia n  Jew ish  p ra ve rh o u se  types and d e ta ils , and a ll th e ir  fo lk lo re ,  c o u ld  

eas ily  t i l l  a w e ig h ty  to m e . I t  is im p o r ta n t  to  re m e m b e r  th a t  to  t r a d i t io n a l 

L ith u a n ia n  Jew ish c iv i liz a t io n ,  each p ra ve rh o u se  had a local be loved  nam e th a t 

s tuck , as was th e  case to r  pe op le . L o r  exa m p le , o f the  n in e  Jew ish p raverhouses 

in  p re w a r G lu b o k  (n o w  I Ih  b o ka je  in  n o r th w e s te rn  B e la ru s ), on e  was k n o w n  

as d ig rin e  shul ( “ th e  g reen  synagogue” ) a f te r  th e  c o lo r  i t  had o n c e  been p a in te d .

Svintsvan (Su'iic'ionvs, Lithuania): /).•/ <//r<T /i/oii.-'J/vdi (Tin* O ld 

Studvhouse), which stood near /)<•/■ nawr />/wi)<:i/n'\/i (The New 

Studvhouse), which was itself centuries old.

A n o th e r  was ca lled  dar barker ( th e  e a rly  r is e rs ’ p ra v e rh o u s e  fo r  w o rk e rs  w h o  

had to  leave to  w o r k  at da yb re a k ; i t  takes its  nam e fro m  th e  L ith u a n ia n  p r o ­

n u n c ia t io n , barker, o f th e  I le b re w  w o rd  lo r  “ m o rn in g ”  w h ic h  is boykar in  s tan ­

d a rd  p ro n u n c ia t io n ,  Is ra e li I le b re w  bdkar).
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T h e  vast m a jo r ity  o f  p ra y e r and s tu d y  houses w e re  d e s tro ye d  d u r in g  th e  

N a z i o c c u p a tio n , and m a n y  o th e rs  fe ll v ic t im  to  S ov ie t state d e s tru c t io n . Som e 

b u ild in g s  w e re  S ovie tized b e yon d  re c o g n it io n . S till,  one  can com e across m an y  

fo r m e r  L ith u a n ia n  Jew ish  p ra y e r  and  s tu d y  houses in  L ith u a n ia ,  B e la ru s , 

La tv ia , and  n o r th e a s te rn  P o land .

I t  is n o t  a c c u ra te  to  lu m p  th e m  a ll to g e th e r  as “ syna ­

gogues.”  F o r th e  c iv iliz a tio n  th a t b u i l t  these s tru c tu re s  fo r  p ra ye r 

an d  study, a shul was a shul, a bismedresh was a bismedresh, and  a 

kloyz was a kloyz. . .

Suvalk (Suwatki, Poland)

VilkovTshik (Vilkaviskis, Lithuania)
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Prayerhouse Interiors

C e rta in  f ea tu res w e re  c o m m o n  to  th e  in te r io rs  o f n e a rly  a ll L ith u a n ia n  Jew ish  

prayerhouses.

The polish
You e n te r in to  a la rge ves tib u le  o r  en tra n ce  h a ll th a t is in  ef fe c t a separate 

ro o m , o p e n  to  m e n  and  w o m e n  a lik e , and  th a t  s o m e tim e s  serves as a p lace  to  

m ee t. T h is  area is ca lled  th e  polish, a w o rd  rese rved  fo r  p raye rhouses . T h e  ves­

t ib u le  to  even th e  g ra n d e s t p r iv a te  h o m e  is afires, n o t  a polish.

The shtot and its location within the prayerhouse
Shtot, w h ic h  m eans “ c i t y ”  in  eve ryd a y  usage, has a spec ia l m e a n in g  in  

th e  L ith u a n ia n  Y id d is h  p ra ye rh o u se  voca bu la ry . S om e tim es  tra n s la te d  “ pew ,”  

i t  re fe rs  to  a seat and th e  b o o ks ta n d  in  f r o n t  o f i t  (w h ic h  som e tim es has a lo cked  

l i t t le  c a b in e t fo r  a p e rso n a l talis o r  p ra ye rsh a w l, p ra y e rb o o k  and  o th e r  ite m s ). 

Som e reg u la rs  have th e ir  v e ry  o w n  shtot. T h e  m o s t p re s tig io u s  p lace  fo r  a shtot 

was nea r th e  eas te rn  w a ll ( t ra d it io n a lly  fa c in g  Je ru sa le m , even th o u g h  th e  geo ­

g ra p h ic  Je ru sa le m  is m o re  s o u th  th a n  east f r o m  L ith u a n ia ) .  T h e  e a s te rn  w a ll 

(.mizrekh-vant in  Y id d is h )  is w h e re  th e  a rk  w i th  th e  T orahs  is lo c a te d , hence  its  

s a n c tity  and  p re s tig e . T h e  o p p o s ite , o r  w e s te rn  w a ll (mayrev-vant) is o f te n  a t 

the  back  o f th e  p raye rhouse . In  a ty p ic a l bismedresh, i t  is w h e re  th e  h e a tin g  stove 

is s itu a te d . T h a t was o f te n  w h e re  w a n d e r in g  v is ito rs  sp e n t th e  n ig h t  e xch a n g ­

in g  ta les o f th e  fa n ta s tic .

The bim a
In  th e  m a in  p ra y e r h a ll,  th e  bima (Y id d is h  bi'me) o r  re a d e r ’ s p la t fo rm ,  

ge n e ra lly  square , stands r ig h t  in  th e  m id d le , n o t  u p  f r o n t  lik e  a stage e x te n d in g  

f ro m  th e  a rk  (as is th e  case in  m o s t w e s te rn  synagogues). T h e  b im a  takes th e



form of a raised area with some steps enclosed by wood railings, on which 

stands a reader’s desk that has to be large enough to accommodate the unrolled 

Scroll of the Torah. Very often the bima has an ornamental little roof.

The ark
The sacred ark (Lithuanian Yiddish orn-keydesh, standard orn-koydesh, 

modern Hebrew aron ha-kodesh). It is very sacred, housing the Torahs, or 

parchment scrolls of the Live Books of Moses.

The bima in

Vishtinets (Vistvtis,

Lithuania)

V
’Hie ark in Druva (now in Belarus)



This ark, in thegreyse shul (great synagogue) of Druya (Yiddish Druye, 

now Druya, Belarus), was famous for its magnificence, which is not fully evi­

dent from the surviving photographs. The synagogue itself was built thanks to 

a gift from Christians, the famous Polish-Lithuanian Sapieha family, in the sev­

enteenth century They enabled construction of both the synagogue and the 
Catholic church as gifts to the people of Druya.

The Ten C om m andm ents
An engraving or painting of an abbreviated form of the Ten Command­

ments (usually giving the first key word or two of each of them), in the tradi­

tional shape of the tablets of the law which tradi­
tion says Moses brought down from Mount Sinai, 

is a frequent adornment on or near the sacred ark 

of the Torah. This is simply known as d i lukhes 

(“the tablets”) in Yiddish, deriving from the He­
brew shneylukhoys ha-bris  (“the two tablets of the 

covenant”).

The Torah scroll
The scroll with the handwritten text of the 

hive Books of Moses (The Torah or Pentateuch) 

is the most sacred object in a Jewish prayerhouse. 
It is known as the seyfer-Teyre in Lithuanian Yid­
dish (seyfer-Toyre in standard Yiddish, dundsefer To­

rah in common Lnglish usage). Many 
prayerhouses have more than one.

Lach Torah scroll is written and con­
structed over many years by a highly learned spe­

cialized scribe who must wear the traditional talis 

(prayer shawl) and tf i ln  (phylacteries) when at 
work. When ancient copies of certain books of 
the Bible were discovered among the Dead Sea 
scrolls in the mid twentieth century, scholars mar­
veled at how meticulously accurate the Jewish 
scribes (sofrim) had been over thousands of years. 

Down to the most minute issues of spacing, size 
of letters in certain words, decorations of certain 

letters and so forth, it must be a perfect hand-cre-

T lie  Ten Comm andm ents at Uzlan 

(Uzlianv, Belarus)

Smaller inscriptions above and below 

indicate that the ark and ten com mandm ents 

were com pleted in [ 5)521 ( =  1761) In Dov 

ben Azriel and his son Yankee (Jacob).
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1 78

atcd reproduction. It may not contain the vowel and cantillation marks (which 
are “only” between one and two thousand years old) ol printed Bibles used lor 

regular study The Torah is written with a fine goose quill on sections of leather 
or parchment skin sewn together with dried tendons.

One of these scrolls is removed and taken to the reader’s desk three 
times a week: at the main Sabbath morning service when the whole weekly 

portion (parshe or sedre) is read, and on Mondays and Thursdays when a sec­

tion of the coming Sabbath’s portion is read during the weekday morning 

(shakhris) service. From this comes the Yiddish phraseyedn montik un donershtik 

(“every Monday and Thursday”) in the sense of “very frequently” or “all the 
time.” The ark is also opened, without the Torah scroll being removed, at speci­
fied points during various prayer services.

The Torah scroll is rolled around two etz-chaims (“trees of life”) which 

are topped by little kreynen (usually metal crowns), and covered with a mentele 

(“little coat” or mantle). Lithuanian Yiddish distinguishes between the Torah’s 

mentele and the everyday diminutive of the word for “outer garment” or “coat” 

(mantl) which is mantele.

This Torah (at le ft) has an em broidered unhitch’ and the two 

letters kof and tof standing for A w r Icvrc (Kether Torah,“ the 

crown o f lo rah ” ). U nderneath is the reader's po in te r 

known as the uni (lite ra lly  “ hand” ).

This is a section of the lorah scroll from  Shadov (Seduva, 

Lithuania), which was thought to he the oldest in all 

Lithuania. This surviving photograph shows onlv the left 

hand ct/ cluiim and the left part of the portion  opened. Like

all H ebrew  (and  Y id d ish ) texts , it reads fro m  rig h t to  le ft.
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Elijah’s  chair
Elijah’s chair (Kisey Eyliohu) is a special 

chair “kept in waiting” lor Eyliohu ha-Novi (Elijah 

the Prophet), whose coming will, in Jewish tradi­

tion, herald that of Messiah. In Jewish folklore,
Elijah of ten appears disguised as a beggar to test 
people’s goodheartedness.

This ornamental chair was a beloved fea­
ture of the prayerhouse in Yurberik (Jurbarkas,

Lithuania). It had a practical, ritual purpose too.

It is placed to the right of the sandik (a kind of 

“godfather”), unoccupied, during the circumci­

sion ceremony.
The folks in Yurberik, like those in any other shtetl, hoped in their heart 

of hearts that Elijah would choose their town to herald the coming of Messiah, 
who might even himself ride through its main street on his donkey one day, on 

his way to Jerusalem. . .
The text engraved on the chair’s back here includes the circumcision 

blessing invoking Abraham’s covenant (Genesis 17:11 — 12), by which the 

eight-day old child is joined to the covenant. In this way, the chair links the 

origins of the Jewish people in the time of Abraham {Avrom Ovmu, “our father 

Abraham”) to the circumcision (bris) of an eight day old boy in the present, 
with the coming of Messiah (.Meshiekh) at the end of days. The chair thereby 
becomes a kind of symbol of eternity.

Elijah ’s Chair in 

Y urberik (Jurbarkas, 

L ithuania)

The w o m e n ’s  section
The women’s section of the prayerhouse (ezras noshim “women’s sec­

tion” or vayber-shul “women’s synagogue”). In the traditional prayerhouse, 
men and women sit (or stand, depending on the prayer) in separate sections 

but listening to and watching the same “action” on the central bima or up front 
at the ark. Nevertheless, many women’s prayers, especially on the major holi-

In th is w om en ’s balcony in S lonim , the rounded ceiling 

aives a praverhouse atmosphere. W indow s at the r i^h t are 

fo r sunlight. Those at the le ft face down onto  the main 

area of the svnaijo^ue.
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days, had a prayer leader, called afirzogerke orfirzogerin (“the woman who savs 
it first”) who led the women in prayer. In theory men and women prayed the 

same prayers, hut in practice, men usually read the original I Iebrew or Ara­
maic text, and women combined certain well-known sections in the original 

with a special Yiddish translation written in a highly specific, hallowed kind of 

archaizing sacred Yiddish known as l'vri-tajtsh (which originally meant simply 

“translation of the Hebrew”).

M olulev

Ceiling and wall painting
Many prayerhouses in Lithuania had traditional motifs painted onto 

ceilings and walls. Paintings were done on wood as often as on plaster (as in the 
classic fresco). In bigger towns and cities, these were often carried out to a 
high professional standard, as in this prayerhouse in Mble\ (Mohiley or 

Mogiloy, Belarus).

Sometimes, a small shtetl would also inyest heayily in the beauty of its 
shul (see the case of Olkenikon the pages following). But often the work was 

home-grown and a sample of folk art. One famous case is the wooden 

prayerhouse in Pokroy (Pakruojis, Lithuania).
I lere the lion is painted onto the inside boards of the structure itself, 

with a quote from the Prophet Amos, vyhich giyes the folk art a higher, reli-

Wall painting in the* famous 

pravei-house in Pokrov 

(now P.ikrojis, L ithuania) T
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gious meaning. Using the lion as an image for the Almighty, the prophet asks: 

“The lion hath roared, who will not fear?” (Amos 3:8).

Another wall had a very rare image of a modern invention —  a train. It is 

shown pulling into Pokroy’s new train station, which the synagogue’s wor­

shippers were celebrating with all the townspeople.
Rare among wooden synagogues, this one in Pokroy still stands, though 

an abandoned haunting ruin. In the spring of 2009 it was partlv burned down by 
vandals.

Wall painting in the wooden synagogue in Pokroy 

celebrating the town’s newlv built train station (at left)
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The famous prayerhouse in Olkenik

182

The famous wooden

synagogue in O lken ik

The wooden synagogue of Olkenik (now Valkininkai, Lithuania) was 
famous throughout Lithuania for its beauty, intricate design and ornamenta­

tion. It was rebuilt in 1801 by two brothers, Mordechai and Gershon. Its sa­

cred ark featured a “mechanical calendar” that gave details on dates and holi­

days (according to the ancient lunar Hebrew calendar), all the way to the end of 

the sixth millennium. If not for the Holocaust, it would have had some time yet 
to run — until the Hebrew year 6000, which corresponds with the general 
calendar’s 2239 and 2240.

The “Olkenik calendar” was invented by one Yankev ben Shleyme of 

Raseyn (now Raseiniai).
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The famous “ark of Olkenik” had engravings of flowers, deer, doves and 
lions, and a spectacular livyosn (leviathan) with its tail in its mouth; lions hold­

ing the “crown of the Torah”; depictions of Mount Sinai; blessings of the 

priests; and much more. To its right, on the mizrekh-vant (the eastern wall), 

were the thirteen principles of Talmudic exegesis formulated by Rabbi

183

The b im n  (ren d ing  p la t fo rm ) The bim.i (detail) The ark

Yishmoel (in the first half of the second century AD; see p. 30); the thirteen 
principles of Jewish faith promulgated by Maimonides (in the late twelf th cen­
tury); as well as kabbalistic formulas which were believed to protect the wood 
structure from fire. Indeed, it remained unscathed during a number of major 

town-wide conflagrations in the nineteenth century.

The wood for the Olkenik s/ju/ had been donated by the town’s noble­
man, Granowsky. The designers could not include a picture of him, because 
Jewish tradition doesn’t allow for pictures of people in synagogues. So instead, 

a huge picture of his palace was painted as a fresco on the ceiling.
In 1812, Napoleon passed through Olkenik. He was so inspired by the 

synagogue’s beauty that he felt he couldn’t move on without leaving a gift that 

would remain there for generations. He had the gilded cover of his saddle re­
worked into a parojkhes (traditional hanging curtain over the doors of the ark)
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The ark (detail)

that had four golden crowns, the name Napoleon and the words GLORIA 

PATRI. In czarist times, the paroykhes with the traces of Napoleon was usually 
kept hidden. Between the wars, Olkenik, with a population of two hundred 

Jewish and two hundred Gentile families, was in the Polish Republic.

Napoleon's <nlt to the svna^o^ue in 1812



Three Personalities of 19th Century Jewish Vilna

Dveyre-Ester
Virtually every town with a Jewish population had at 

least onc gmiles-khesed (“merciful works”), an organization 
to help poor people, principally through interest-free loans 

and small donations. Vilna had many. The best known was 
the central Tsdoko gdeylo (“great charity”) centered in the 
courtyard of the Great Synagogue.

hor many years, however, the most beloved was the 

charity established in 1862 by a remarkable woman, known 

to Vilna Jews as Dvevre-Hster (Deborah-Hsther). She was 
born in Vilna in 1817, the daughter of a poor scholar, Sholem, 

and got married at a young age to Mevshe-Idl Heifer, a poor 
sawy er. The childless couple’s income was supplemented by 
Dveyre-Hster’s baking. She would sell her baked goods where 
she could. And she found her “other” lifelong calling at an 

early age — collecting and distributing charity.
hor decades, Dvevre-hster Heifer’s reputation for in­

tegrity and wisdom was second to none in tow n. That her 

married name w as Heifer (Yiddish for “helper”) suited the 

new legend superbly. When she told of a misfortunate that had befallen some­
one, people knew' that not a word w as exaggerated. Whether a w agoner’s horse 
fell sick, or a scholar needed a book to continue studying, or a sick person 
needed a certain medicine, “it w as a case for Dveyre-Hsther.” She was known 
to specialize in “organizing” sums needed to put people back on the path to 

independence. People in trouble would run through the streets looking for 
Dvevre-hster.

The p o rtra it of D vevre-hster H e ife r 

that huno in mam Vilna homes

18T
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The ark (detail)

that had four golden crowns, the name Napoleon and the words GLORIA 

PATRI. In czarist times, theparoykhes with the traces of Napoleon was usually 
kept hidden. Between the wars, Olkenik, with a population of two hundred 

Jewish and two hundred Gentile families, was in the Polish Republic.

Napoleon’s g ilt  to the synagogue in IS 12



18(>

In her own poor garments she had sewn many pockets, each lor a dif­

ferent “fund.” One lor poor brides, one lor sick people, one lor loans to ped­
dlers. People knew that their donation, no matter how small, would go exactly 

tor the cause intended.
Dveyre-Hster was also the driving force behind the collective decision 

of a little kloyz (prayerhouse) to dedicate itsell to helping the needy. Alter rais­
ing the funds for this synagogue to buy its own premises, in the courtyard 
known as Reb Moyle’s heyf, the congregation went under different formal names, 

includingPikuekh nefoshes (“Savingof People”) and Eyzerdcilim (“I lelp for the 
Poor”). Nevertheless, it became known throughout Vilna simply as Dveyre- 

Ester’s kloyz. And, when Vilner gave something a name, that was what it was to 

be called for keeps.
Dvevre-hster also became something of a saint figure. She acquired a 

reputation lor “blessings that work.” 1 he poor always asked her for a special 

blessing along with every bit of money they would take from her hand. She was 
also known f or a phenomenal memory lor a huge number of names, addresses, 

needs and sums. When she felt it beginning to fade in old age, she taught her­

self to write (though she could read from childhood).
When Dvevre-lister died at the age 

of 90 in 1907, the Jews of Vilna built her 
an eye! (Standard Yiddish oyel or oyhel, I le- 

brew ohel) a mausoleum, of the kind usu­
ally reserved for great rabbinic scholars, at 

hergravesite. People would come and leave 

notes inside, just as they did at the tombs 

of the greatest rabbis and scholars.
The little synagogue named for her 

erected a large marble slab w ith a compli­
cated Hebrew' poem about this remarkable 
woman. Up to the Holocaust, it was one 

of the sights to see in town.
And thousands of Vilna Jews put up 

a poster w ith her portrait in their homes, 

right alongside the one of the Gaon of 

Vilna.



Dveyre Rom m
The fabled Romms were Lithuania’s “first 

family of Jewish publishing” from 1788, when the 
bookdealer Boruch Romm of Grodna published the 
first Jewish book to appear in Lithuania (see p. 141), 
and until 1940, when the Soviets nationalized the firm 
and converted it to their own uses. The early books 
were published in Grodna, then Grodna and Vilna, 
and finally, in the days of Boruch’s son, Menachem- 
Man Romm, in Vilna alone where the firm was be­
coming more and more established in the nineteenth 
century The Romms played a major role in the publi­
cation of the Talmud, producing the Vilnershas (Vilna 
Talmud) that has remained standard to this day, and is 
often photomechanically reprinted in Israel and 
America. They also participated in enabling the rise 

of both modern Hebrew and modern Yiddish literature by publishing 
(and advertising) early seminal works in both modernized mediums.

The best known Romm of the nineteenth century was originally 
not a Romm at all. She was Dveyre (Deborah) Harkavy, a scion of the 
famed Harkavys of Navaredok (Novogrudok, now Navahradak, 
Belarus), a family that produced a number of leading scholars, includ­
ing the great Yiddish lexicographer Alexander Harkavy (1863— 1939). 
Dveyre, the daughter of Rabbi Yeysef-Betsalel Harkavy, was married, in 
a conventional inter-city match between two illustrious families, to 
Dovid Romm. The then head of the firm, Chaim-Yankev, died in 1858, 
leaving Dovid as his replacement. Dovid Romm died suddenly in 1860, 
and the firm’s imminent collapse was widely predicted. But his widow 
Dveyre took command, and renamed the firm (in 1863) Ho-almono 

v’ho-akhim Rom (“The Widow and Brothers Romm”). That imprint has 
been familiar to Talmud students and to readers of Yiddish and Hebrew 
ever since. The “widow Romm” had extraordinary business acumen 
combined with a rabbinic sense of urgency about accuracy in the publi­
cation of Talmudic texts. She hired the best writers, proofreaders and 
advisors of the day and saw of f many challenges to her authority, always 
emerging victorious from family feuds. Meanwhile, her international 
stature was growing, having the only Jewish printing firm in history to 
be named for a woman director, and one that went on to shape the Jewish 
book market for decades. She lived until the end of 1903. Three of her 
sons emigrated to New York.

Dvevre (Deborah) Romm



Matisyohu Strashun

Matisyohu Strashun (1819— 1885) was perhaps as close as one could 

get to ‘Vilna Jewish royalty” in the nineteenth century His father, Rabbi Shmuel 

Strashun (1794— 1872), known as “the Rashash” or “Shmuel Zaskovitzer”, 

was a brilliant Talmudic commentator who put the Gaon’s critical and text-re- 

constructing methodology to constant use. The elder Strashun was also a per­

sonal pupil of the great Avrom Danzig (1748— 1820), author of the classic 

Khaye-Odom (Chayei Adam), a brief compendium of the Jewish laws made simple 

for everyone. It appeared many times in both Hebrew and Yiddish.

The Strashuns were related by marriage to the Romms, Harkavys and 

Lliasbergs, all top names in Vilna Jewish “high society.”

Matisyohu Strashun’s greatest “pedigree” was notone of blood however. 

It was rather in the old Jewish spirit of “students of students” forming an unbro­

ken chain of scholarship that is carried forward by direct, human transmission 

through successive “generations” of pupils. Matisyohu (Mates for short) studied 

with two of the most prominent disciples of the Gaon of Vilna — Chaim of 

Valozhin and Menashe Ilyer. He therefore had the luster of being “a student of a 

student of the Gaon of Vilna.”

The degree to which this man was trusted is evident from the variety of 

those who trusted him. Within the Jewish community, he was appointed head 

of the central charity organization, the Tsdokogdeylo (“Great Charity” of Vilna). 

The czarist authorities appointed him advisor to the state bank, and awarded 

him gold medals. And when two great rabbis had a dispute over a point of as­

tronomy relevant to the Jewish calendar, they agreed to submit their dispute to 

him for final arbitration. This goes to another aspect of Matisyohu Strashun’s 

fame. He knew Greek and Latin in addition to German, Polish and Russian, 

and was well studied in a number of secular fields. His own publications were 

many, short, and often appeared under entertaining, mystifying pseudonyms. 

He also wrote traditional commentaries. The Strashun home became the fore­

most Jewish literary and intellectual salon in town, where believers and non­

believers, Jews and Christians, all felt welcome and free to discuss every kind 

of issue in an atmosphere of tolerance, tranquility and mutual respect. A street 
was named for him in the interwar Polish period — Strashuna. It is today’s 
Zemaitijos gatve, and some hope it will one day be renamed for Matisyohu 
Strashun. The street was destined, tragically, to be the “ground zero” of the Vilna 
Ghetto uprising in September 1943.



Strashun’s greatest claim to lame was his magnificent library.

I Ie used his wealth (lamilv wealth as well as the resources of his own 

successful ventures) to assemble the best Jewish library Vilna or 

Lithuania had ever seen. During his lifetime, he personally lent 

many volumes to both traditional and modern scholars, becoming a 

one-person center lor education and research.

I Ie was childless, and left all seven thousand or so volumes 

from his library, in effect, to the people of Vilna and to scholars from 

everywhere who visited. The library opened formally in 189 5, and 

was moved to its purpose-built home in the Vilner Shul-hejf in 1902 

(see p. 1 18), where it became a center for religious as well as secular 

learning, right in the shadow of the Great Synagogue of Vilna. Sub­

sequent gif ts brought the collection to around forty thousand.

During the I Iolocaust, many of the books were sent by the 

Nazis to brankfurt. After the war they were distributed to leading 
Jewish libraries in the United States and Israel. Part of the collection found its 

wav to the recreated Yivo in America, the world’s central institution lor Last 

Luropean Jewish studies. The Yivo rededicated its Strashun collection in 2002, 

launched by a work on Strashun edited by Y. A. Iaub (see bibliography at the 

end of this volume) and a major international exhibition by Yivo librarian 

Aviva Astrinskv and her staff. A number of facsimiles in this volume, so marked, 

come from Matisvohu Strashun’s Vilna library.

In Lithuania, thejudaica Section at the bibliographic division of the Na­
tional Library in Vilnius is also named lor Matisvohu Strashun. It has been me­

ticulously nurtured under the leadership of Lira Bramson and Dr. Larisa 

Lempertiene.
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hew concepts have been so misunderstood in 

Jewish history as the shtetl, the Hast European
J Aniksht (Anvksciai, L ithuania)

townlet where a sizable proportion of the popu­
lation was Jewish. Many Jews in the west whose forebears came from a shtetl 

have a mental image of some kind of “ghetto.” When they visit their ancestral 

hometowns, they are not infrequently shocked to discover ample sized houses 
with Chagall-like assymetries and large ovens, set in huge orchards, amidst a 
handful of streets and a charming town square, surrounded by forests and fields 
on all sides. Lithuanian shtetlakh (the Yiddish plural of shtetl) are generally on 
flatland and very of ten on the banks of rivers, streams and lakes.
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From the viewpoint of Jewish culture in Eastern Europe, the shtetl is 

perhaps best conceived as a microcosm of a society, which has its own shul- 

heyf, at least one prayerhouse (usually more, no matter how small the whole place 

is), a traditional kheyder (school), more modern schools (since the late nine­
teenth or earlier twentieth century), and a cemetery. Its people include a rabbi, 
prayerhouse staff, teacher, butcher, baker, and an array of tradespeople and 
small shopkeepers, characters and eccentrics.

Riding through Lithuania or Belarus, it is not too difficult even today to 
get the feel of which town was a shtetl and which was not. A shtetl generally has 
a town square with a church. Settlements without these two features were

Radin (now

Radun, Belarus)
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Ir.iin ino  lu tu re  shoemakers

in Y ilkom i'r (now

llkm e re e , L ithuania)
1<)2

I he amateur drama society prepares 

(or a plav in I.in tup (now I.intupv, 

Belarus)

c a lk 'd  a dorf o r  u'shcv ( “ h a m le t”  o r  “ s e tt le m e n t” ). T h e re  w e re  som e Jews, ca lled  

yishuvnikes w h o  live d  in  th e  h a m le ts , h u t  m o s t had been e x p e lle d  In  v a rio u s  

c /a r is t  e d ic ts  in  th e  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry , and th e y  w e re  in  any case le w  and la r  

be tw een  c o m p a re d  to  the  Jew ish p o p u la t io n  of a sh te tl, w h ic h  o fte n  a m o u n te d  

to  a m a jo r itv  o f th e  in h a b ita n ts .

T h e  Jews o l a sh te tl to o k  g rea t p r id e  in  th a t s h te tl, ju s t as il i t  w e re  a great 

c itv. In  fac t, s h te tl fo lk  o f te n  ca lled  th e ir  o w n  s h te tl ashtot ( “ c i t y ” ), re s e rv in g  

the  w o r d  shtetl fo r  th e  to w n  d o w n  the  road . B u t w h e n  ta lk in g  of th e ir  to w n  lo v ­

ing ly, o r  even w ith  a to u c h  o f a ffe c tio n a te  se lf-s a tire , thee  m ig h t w e ll use the  

second Y id d is h  d im in u t iv e  shtetele ( l i te ra llv  “ v e rv  sm a ll to w n ” ) to  re fe r  to  it .
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V e ry  m an y  shtetlakh are fam ou s  in  L ith u a n ia n  Jew ish c u ltu re  because of 

som e fam ous pe rson  o r  pe op le  w h o  com e fro m  the re . To c ite  som e w e ll-k n o w n  

exa m p le s , th e re  are th e  ra b b is  Y is ro e l o f S alant and C h a im  o f V a lo z h in ; th e  

a rtis ts  C haga ll o f Lyozna  and S o u tin e  o f S m ilo v itc h ; Y id d is h  w r ite rs  M e n d e le  

o f K a p u le , R e y /e n  o f K o y d e n o v  and  L e iv ic k  o f Ih u m e n ; H e b re w  a u th o r  

S m td frn sk in  o f N a s te rs h fn  and language re v iv e r B en Yehuda o f L u z h ik ; Is ra e li 

leaders such as W e iz m a n n  o f M o te le  and  Peres o f V ishneve .

T h is  can be e x te n d e d  and can m ake  fo r  a v e ry  lo n g  lis t.  I t  in d ic a te s  th e  

v e ry  h igh  level o l c u ltu re  o f th e  sh te tl, and th a t b r in g s  us to  th e  c ru x . T h e  sh te tl 

is a sm a ll m ic ro c o s m ic  so c ie ty  w h e re  th o u sa n d s  o f years o f te x ts  in  a h ig h ly
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Svenc ionvs, L ithua n ia )

Telz (now Telsiai, L ithuania)
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S \ir (now in Belarus), viewed from  M ount S\ir, G lubok (now Hfvbokaje, Belarus)

a b ill bu ilt bv X a jxdeon ’s forces

1 95

l i te ra te  socie ty , are v e ry  m u c h  a live , r ig h t  in  th e  m id s t  o f th e  o rc h a rd s , r iv e rs  

and  fo res ts . T h is  is a ju x ta p o s it io n  o f a c o m p le x  and  a n c ie n t c u ltu re  based o n  

th e  w r i t te n  w o rd  w ith  th e  naked  u n u rb a n iz e d  w o r ld  o f n a tu re . In  a L ith u a n ia n  

s h te tl a h u n d re d  years ago, p e o p le  used th e  a n c ie n t H e b re w  lu n a r  c a le n d a r to  

d iscuss t im e , and cam e u p  w ith  ever n e w  Y id d is h  w it t ic is m s  a b o u t B ib lic a l and 

T a lm u d ic  and o th e r  Jew ish  h is to r ic a l p e rs o n a li­

tie s , as i f  th e y  to o  w e re  n e ig h b o rs  in  th e  s h te tl.

B u t th e  s h te tl was n o t  a p lace  w h e re  Jews 

had o n ly  to  d o  w i th  them se lves . I t  was also a m i ­

c ro c o s m  o f a m u lt ic u ltu r a l soc ie ty , n o t  o f cou rse  

in  th e  m o d e rn  sense o f s tu d y in g  a d iv e rs ity  o f c u l­

tu res , b u t  in  th e  pe rhaps de ep e r eve ryday sense o f 

peop les  w ith  v e ry  d if  fe re n t c u ltu re s  spe ak ing  th e  

c o l lo q u ia l fo r m  o f o n e  a n o th e r ’ s languages to  

c o m m u n ic a te . In  L ith u a n ia  p a rtic u la r ly , th e re  had 

been  an o v e ra ll e x c e lle n t re c o rd  o f in te r c o m m u ­

n ity  re la t io n s  sp a n n in g  m o re  th a n  s ix  c e n tu rie s .

T h a t is n o t to  say th a t the  sh te tl d id  n o t have 

its drawbacks. Poverty, plagues, fires, wars, d isputes 

and a n ti-J e w is h  g o v e rn m e n t p o lic ie s  (w h e th e r  

lo c a l o r  n a t io n a l in  any g iv e n  p e r io d )  to o k  th e ir  

t o l l .  I t  is a d e lic a te ly  n u a n c e d  h is to ry  th a t is a ll 

to o  o fte n  sub je c t to  the  e x trem e s o f ro m a n tiz a tio n  

o r  nega tion .

Salok (now Salakas, Lithuania)
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Ashkenazic trilingualism survives intact

196 In  th e  o p e n in g  cha p te rs  o f th is  h o o k , th e re  was a b r ie f  s u m m a ry  o f A shkenaz ic  

Jew ish  t r i l in g u a lis m  (Y id d is h , H e b re w , and  A ra m a ic )  w i th  an a c c o m p a n y in g  

c h a r t (see p. 4 4 ). T h a t tr i l in g u a lis m , th a t was b o rn  in  A shkenaz a ro u n d  a th o u ­

sand years ago, was alive and w e ll in  E as te rn  E u ro p e  r ig h t  u p  to  th e  H o lo c a u s t. 

I ts  m o s t p ro fo u n d  exp ress io ns  cam e in  th e  c re a tiv ity  o f n e w  w o rk s  in  a ll th re e  

languages, a lb e it  w i th  a m u c h  e xp a n d e d  re p e r to ire  fo r  Y id d is h  and  also H e ­

b rew . M o re o v e r, a ll th re e  languages appeared  o n  th e  same page o f m an y  t r a d i­

t io n a l te x ts . T h is  page is f r o m  a V iln a  e d it io n  o f th e  B o o k  o f Isa iah  (1 8 6 0 ) .  I t  

is th e  f ir s t  page o f th e  b o o k . T h e  la rg e r o rn a m e n ta l b o x  m a rk s  th e  s ta rt o f th e  

o r ig in a l H e b re w . T h e  s m a lle r  b o x  to  th e  r ig h t  m a rks  th e  A ra m a ic  tra n s la t io n . 

B o th  these B ib lic a l te x ts  are in  square H e b re w  cha rac te rs . T h e n  com e  th e  ra b ­

b in ic  c o m m e n ta r ie s  in  th e  t r a d it io n a l R ashi fo n t.  T h e  Y id d is h  tra n s la t io n ,  in  

tw o  c o lu m n s  s p a n n in g  th e  w id th  o f th e  page, is a t th e  b o t to m .
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Individualists and M odernists

One of the much-trumpeted character features of 

the proverbial Litvak of Yiddish folklore is his or 

her stubbornness, hence the (decidedly non- 

Litvak) Yiddish epithet an ayngeshparter Litvak 

(“an obstinate Litvak”). In modern Yiddish lit­

erature, the trait is best known from Oyb nisht 

nokh hekher (“If not Higher Still”), a classic story 

by the Polish Yiddish master Y. L. Peretz (185 2— 

1915). The Litvak in this story, an anti-Hasidic 

Misnaged, is determined to find out where the 

Hasidic rebbe of a certain town down south really 

goes each year when his Hasidim believe he goes 

up to heaven to intercede on their behalf. The 

Litvak, determined to get to the bottom of things, 

goes down south to the rebbe’s town, and man­

ages to hide himself under the rebbe’s bed and to 

follow him to his true destination. ..

There were certainly many Litvaks who 

sought to master some branch of knowledge not 

included in the traditional rabbinic repertoire 

long before such things came into vogue for 

Ashkenazic Jewry. A leading Yiddish cultural his­

torian, Jacob Shatzky (189 3— 1956), has demon­

strated that in the reality of earlier centuries, the

ticket to wider knowledge was the one secular 

field “slightly” more open to Jews (especially for 

those prepared to travel) — medicine. Shatzky 

saw medical studies as a sort of “launch pad” for 

Litvaks who would branch out into other schol­

arly f ields, whether Jewish or general.

From the sixteenth century onward, a new 

interest in ancient Hebrew was rising among 

Christians in Lithuania, primarily among the Cal­

vinists. In the school founded in Slutsk by the 

Radziwills in 1617, Hebrew was taught three 

hours a week. The Radziwills were an important 

and princely f amily whose members played visible 

roles in the history of Lithuania and Poland, par­

ticularly in the Vilna region. The Calvinists gener­

ally opposed political union with Poland in the 

sixteenth century, seeking to spiritually link 

Lithuania with protestant Sweden. Many of their 

descendants, however, returned to Catholicism in 

later generations.

The links between various Protestant lead­

ers in Lithuania and individual learned Jews be­

came a magnet for attacks from various quarters, 

not least the Catholic Church, which accused
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Protestantism of being a sort of “Jewish Christian­

ity.” At the same time, Jews with intellectual links 

to Christian clergy were sometimes themselves 

suspect in some rabbinic circles. In those years, 

the entire enterprise was intellectually daring lor 

participants from both religions.

Within Jewish culture, it was daring in a 

second, “internal” way. For all its vast “library” 

of texts, traditional Ashkenazic learning did not 

stress research into most of the Hebrew Bible (the 

Old Testament), concentrating instead on the 

“Ashkenazic canon,” which consisted primarily ol 

the Five Books ot Moses (the Torah or 

Pentateuch), early Prophets, Psalms, and portions 

ol Prophets that happened to be among the weekly 

supplementary Sabbath readings after the weekly 

portion of the Torah.

The Christian theologian Szymon Budni 

(1530s— 1593) was a sectarian leader of the anti- 

Trinitarian branch of Lithuanian-Polish Protes­

tantism. He stressed the need for profound 

knowledge of Biblical Hebrew, and he translated 

the Hebrew Bible into Polish, consulting Jewish 

scholars in the process. He respected Mosaic law, 

and stressed the very human nature of Jesus. He 

was a highly original and controversial f igure who 

laid the groundwork for Christian-Jewish contacts 

at the clerical and intellectual levels, contacts that 

would create a “micro environment” that lasted 

for many years.

The Jewish-Protestant mini-dialogue led 

some foreign Jewish intellectuals to actually come 

to Lithuania. The first and most famous, who lived 

from 1591 to 1655, was, surely enough, a medic.

It is characteristic of people who straddle two cul­

tures to have two names. In traditional rabbinic 

circles, especially those leaning to the mystical 

ideas of the Kabbalah, he is Yosher mi-Kandye 

(Yosher from Kandia = Crete), the name being a 

classic style acronym derived from his name and 

title: Yosef Shlovme Royfe (“Joseph Solomon the 

Doctor)”. The usual practice of supplying a vow­

els and ultimate stress to acronyms ending in a 

consonant was apparently overruled here by the 

homophony (and identical spelling) of the acro­

nym with the Ashkenazic Hebrew yoshor 

(‘straight’, ‘upright’, ‘honest’). In Yiddish the 

word is rendered yosher. The acronymic of this 

Joseph Solomon therefore can also translate as 

“Mr. Honest of Crete” (a typical playful ambigu­

ity in rabbinic lore). For the Christian world he 

was Joseph Solomon Delmedigo. He was a rabbi 

and Kabbalist in his traditionalist works, and a 

philosopher, mathematician and astronomer in 

his worldly endeavors. He wrote dozens of books.

A native of Crete, and son of its rabbi, he 

left at fif teen to study at Padua under Galileo. In 

Padua he also befriended Leone Modena, the ec­

centric “father of Hebrew autobiography.” His 

travels to Cairo, Constantinople, and other intel­

lectual centers brought him into contact with 

Kabbalists, Karaites as well as Muslim scholars, 

and in Italy and elsewhere, with Christian intel­

lectuals. He was an ardent follower of Coperni- 

can astronomy, and thought that Kabbalah might 

answer some of the conundrums of philosophy, 

but didn’t hesitate to criticize some Kabbalistic 

tenets.



In 1620, he was practicing medicine, in — 

Vilna, a “specialist” in treating the nobility, in­

cluding Prince Radziwill. Weekdays he would 

make medical rounds in the area. On the Sabbath 

he would speak in the synagogue. Among the local 

Litvaks, he acquired a reputation for staying up all 

night immersed in his writing and studies.

After leaving Vilna, he went to Germany 

and then Amsterdam, and published one of his 

books for the first time in 1629. It is a scholarly 

reply to his erstwhile debating partner in 

Lithuania, the Karaite scholar Zerach ben Nathan 

(born 1578) of Trok (Troki, now Trakai), near 

Vilna (see p. 215). Zerach put to Delmedigo 

twelve major questions and seventy minor ones, 

covering everything from demons and amulets to 

Greek philosophy. True to rabbinic tradition, 

Delmedigo — Yosher of Kandye — found a suit­

able Biblical passage for the naming of the book. 

It is Lxodus 15: 27. “And they [the Children of 

Israel during their journey to the Promised Land] 

came to Llim, where there were twelve springs of 

water, and seventy palm trees.” The book, called 

Sejfer Eylim (“The Book of Llim”), was published 

by Menashe ben Israel (1604— 1657), who had 

established the first Hebrew printing press in 

Amsterdam in 1626. Menashe ben Israel is best 

known for persuading Oliver Cromwell (in 1655) 

to permit the return of Jews to Lngland.

Delmedigo’s fame was launched by this 

book of replies to a Karaite scholar in Lithuania, 

and this helped put Lithuania on the international 

Jewish map of “modern scholars” who went be­

yond Talmudic studies. Lngaging in dialogue and

debate with Karaite scholars was a popular activ­

ity for rabbinic personalities seeking a realm of 

ideas wider than the corpus available in norma­

tive Judaism of the day.

In those years, the f irst Jewish philosopher 

from Lithuania also emerged. He was Joseph the 

son of Isaac Segal, who left Lithuania and always 

signed himself ish Lito (“man of Lithuania”). His 

best known work, a critique of Maimonides’ 

Guidejor the Perplexed, appeared in Prague in 161 1, 

in which he pointed to contradictions within the 

Guide, while demonstrating that it is a work of 

genius. One of the philosophically high points of 

the young Litvak’s book (he is referred to as 

“young” on the title page) is his analysis of 

Maimonides’ attempt at a proof of the existence 

of a hirst Cause (God). The great Moravian rabbi, 

Yom-Tov Lipman Heller, known as “The Toysjes 

Yontef ’ after one of his great works, added his 

own comments to Joseph’s book, pointing out 

that it was this young fellow from Lithuania who 

taught him Jewish philosophy. Joseph published a 

second work around 1614, and then his life dis­

appears from the known record. A “man of 

Lithuania” who left behind a major work on the 

medieval Jewish philosopher Maimonides.

Then came Jonathan ben Joseph of Ruzhan 

(Ruzhene, Ruzhenoy, now Ruzany, Belarus). He 

lived in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 

centuries. During a plague in his hometown in 

1710 he took an oath, that if he would survive, he 

would dedicate his life to — astronomy. To widen 

his knowledge, he eventually moved to Germany 

(though virtually blind), where he befriended the
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Christian Hebrew scholar and great bibliographer 

Johann Christoph Wolf (1683— 17 39) in Ham­

burg. He wrote some major works on traditional 

astronomy, fulfilling his youthful vow. One of 

them is a commentary on the laws of blessing the 

new moon. He was a child of his time, insofar as 

he believed that astronomy is vital to the under­

standing and prevention of plagues.

And so, with one and then with another 

inventive personality, Jewish Lita slowly but surely 

rose onto the map of various “non-Talmudic” 

Jewish intellectual pursuits.

Then came di Paduer — “the Paduans,” 

young Lithuanian scholars who found sponsor­

ship, Jewish or non-Jewish, to study medicine in 

Padua and to return to practice in Lithuania. Be­

tween 1519 and 1721 around two hundred and 

thirty Jews from Italy and other parts of Lurope 

(especially Germany, Poland and Lithuania) com­

pleted their medical qualifications at Padua.

A “Paduan” would usually sign a contract 

in which he would pledge to return as physician 

to the sponsoring family. The well-known 

Gordons of Vilna sent a number of their sons to 

study medicine in Padua between the late seven­

teenth and the mid eighteenth century (and this is 

one of the semi-legends accounting for the wide 

dispersion of the name “Gordon” among 

Lithuanian Jews). One of the best known, 

Yekusiel Gordon, went to study medicine but be­

came a foremost disciple and def ender of the great 

Italian Kabbalist Moshe Chaim Luzzatto (1707— 

1747). It was Gordon who announced to the 

world that Luzzatto was receiving communica­

tions from a heavenly magid or preacher, and 

Luzzatto, in turn, proclaimed Gordon to be a re­

incarnation of a great heroic soul from among the 

ancients (Samson, to be precise).

The medical exodus was checked by the 

admission of Jews to the medical faculty at Vilna 

University in the late eighteenth century. One of 

them who passed his examinations at Vilna in 

1798, Bernard Lrlich, became physician in 

Vilkomir (now Ukmerge, Lithuania).

Vilna University’s new policy even at­

tracted Jews from abroad. One, Isaiah Jacob 

Prank of Berlin, had his medical dissertation pub­

lished in Vilna in 1793. The thesis, in Latin, is 

considered to be one of the first serious medical 

works to be published in Lithuania.

Times changed, and there came a day 

when individualists among the Litvaks seeking 

new intellectual prospects could find “soul broth­

ers” a way “down the road” in Germany. The 

geographic proximity of Lithuania to Germany 

was felt most at the westernmost reaches where 

Lita “fades into” German-Jewish lands, in the 

Konigsberg and Memel (now Klaipeda) areas of 

“Lithuania Minor,” as well as in Courland (now 

western Latvia). But it was not geography alone 

that made for these links. A powerful new move­

ment among Jews was underway in Germany 

which ultimately led to the appearance of the 

“modern Jew” throughout Lurope and beyond. 

He or she is culturally assimilated (in language, 

dress, coiffure, daily pursuits and overall world 

view), but “a Jew” in his or her consciousness and 

a personally selected degree of religious obser-



vancc. One formulation has it that the goal of the 

original eighteenth century movement was to pro­

duce “good Germans of the Mosaic faith.”

That movement is sometimes called the 

“Berlin Enlightenment” or the German-Jewish 

Haskalah (Yiddish haskole, Israeli Hebrew 

haskala), a Hebrew word that takes its root from 

seykhel (“common sense” or “intelligence”) and 

is closely related to a verb meaning “to use one’s 

power of understanding to comprehend some­

thing or f igure something out.” The person with 

this attribute (what grammarians call the 

“agentive”) is a maskil (Yiddish maskl, Israeli He­

brew maskil), or “one who solves something by the 

use of his understanding.” It occurs in the He­

brew Bible, often in the sense of “man of under­

standing.” If there is any one passage which the 

movement took for an encapsulation of its mes­

sage, it would in all likelihood be: “God looked 

forth from heaven upon the children of people, to 

see if there were any man of understanding 

[maskil] that did seek after God” (Psalm 14: 2). 

The eighteenth century upshot of this was that 

God is not particularly interested in “blind believ­

ers” who reject rationalism and common sense.

Once there was a movement underway, the 

word maskil (plural maski'lim) came to mean sim­

ply “an adherent of the new Haskalah movement,” 

Haskalah being an abstract noun from the same 

root. But the “punch” of the word “Haskalah” 

was doubled by it coming to be the Jewish version 

of the European Enlightenment which stressed the 

faculty of reason. The German word Aujklarung 

was used for both.

It is an apt name from the movement’s 

point of view, because at its heart lay the desire to 

do away with the “non-logical” premises of the 

traditional Ashkenazic milieu. Many of the “giv­

ens” of that society— from the belief in God’s 

giving of the Torah on Sinai to the infallibility of 

the generations of rabbinic interpretation to a 

host of associated traditions — were swif tly con­

signed to the status of ancient tribal folklore.

But this movement did not arise in a 

vacuum. During the centuries of west-to-east 

shift of traditional Ashkenazic culture, the re­

maining Jews in the Germanic speaking lands 

were becoming less and less “Ashkenazim” and 

more and more “German Jews.” Their Yiddish 

was deteriorating into “German with a Jewish 

accent” and they were becoming more competent 

not only in the German language but also assimi­

lating to the culture of the German environment. 

In other words, the course of history had provided 

a “ripe audience” for such a movement, and his­

tory was to provide it with the other half of the 

equation — a great leader.

That leader was Moses Mendelssohn 

(1729— 1786), a philosopher and scholar who 

was able to mix in the highest circles of German 

intellectual society. He is considered the “father” 

of the Haskalah in view of his writings and his 

influence upon a circle of followers each of whom 

went on to build the movement in various direc­

tions. These included the campaign to win accep­

tance for such “modernized” Jews in German 

society. Mendelssohn’s Berlin circle was sure that 

anti-Jewish feeling would be wiped out once the
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Jewish minority in Germany embraced German 

culture.

The Berlin Haskalah sought to stamp out 

Yiddish, which was in part on the way out anyway 

in Germany, certainly as the language of a serious 

literature, because of the decline of Ashkenazic 

separateness, linguistic attrition and cultural as­

similation. The Berlin Maskilim borrowed the 

word “Jargon” from the parlance of anti- 

Semitism, and called Yiddish “Jargon.” They 

stormed against it, calling it ugly, barbaric and an 

embarrassment to civil society. Although they be­

lieved in perfect standard German as the ideal for 

speaking and daily communication, they did be­

lieve in developing Hebrew for certain purposes. 

One of their achievements was the Hebrew peri­

odical Ha-Meassef (“The Collector”), which ap­

peared with interruptions between 178 5 and 

1811, the “classic period,” one might say, of the 

Berlin Haskalah. Mendelssohn had earlier pro­

duced several issues of a Hebrew work in 1750. 

Nevertheless, his main goal was the spread of 

standard German, and to this end he published his 

German translation of the Torah in the early 

1780s; the language is pure German but the alpha­

bet and orthographic conventions are Yiddish, this 

to enable the movement to gradually “wean” away 

from Yiddish those Jews who could not read any 

other alphabet.

The Maskilim of Berlin also reformed reli­

gion itself, coming up with a synagogue that re­

sembled a church, right down to the organ. 

Mendelssohn could not philosophically make 

peace with the concept of divine revelation, insist­

ing that belief must come from reason, as implied 

by the very name of the movement.

Whatever one’s views on the weak and 

strong points of their ideas, the Maskilim suc­

ceeded in building new modern schools and in 

launching the field now known as “Judaic Studies.” 

It was called Wissenschaft des Judentums (“Science 

of Judaism”), after the name of the society estab­

lished in 18 19 by the outstanding German-Jewish 

scholar Leopold Zunz (1794— 1886). The idea 

was to research, systematize and teach the trea­

sures of the Judaic heritage according to the meth­

odologies not of the yt'shiva but of the modern 

university and its various disciplines: philology, 

history, bibliography, musicology, and so forth.

The new movement may have come at a 

ripe time for German Jewry, but not for Lastern 

Lurope, which by the late eighteenth centurv had 

a population of many millions of Yiddish speak­

ing Jews. Lor the Berlin Maskilim, the “conver­

sion” of Last Luropean Jewry, the berated 

Ostjuden, whom many German Jews considered 

to be primitive beings, became the hot challenge 

of the day.

The first impact of the Haskalah was felt not 

in Lithuania, but in Galicia, the former Little Po­

land which passed to the Habsburgs in the course 

of the late eighteenth century Partitions of Poland 

(and beyond). German language and culture were 

in any case strong in the Austro-Hungarian re­

gion, and Haskalah ideas had their first major 

“Lastern impact” there. The title of “father ol the 

Last Luropean I laskalah” is usually bestowed 

upon Isaac Ber Levinsohn (1788— 1860), a



Ukrainian Jew who moved to Galicia, and was 

active in “both new divisions” of Hast Huropean 

Jewry, the conceptual “hall” that tell to the 

Habsburgs, and the “halt ” that become part ot the 

expanded Russian Hmpire. To many Jews he was 

plain and simple a traitor tor collaborating closely 

with the exarist authorities on limiting the num­

ber ot Hebrew printing presses to three and cen­

soring imported Hebrew books. His defenders 

point out that that these concessions gave him le­

verage to campaign against other czarist excesses 

against the Jews (especially regarding long mili­

tary service).

His major work, which in a sense launched 

the Hast Huropean Haskalah as a movement, was 

his Teudo b’Yisroel (Teudd be-Yisrael; roughly “Tes­

timony unto the People of Israel”). Because of all 

his enemies in his usual abodes, he had to publish 

the book in — Vilna. It appeared in 1828, some 

years after completion of the manuscript. Al­

though less original than his other works, it was a 

manifesto of the goals of the Haskalah movement 

in Hastern Hurope: study of grammatical Hebrew, 

foreign languages, secular subjects and sciences. 

He denounced the Talmud-centered education of 

Hastern Hurope, from the elementary Beyder right 

up to the advanced yeshiva, a maskilic position 

which resulted in a bitter feud between the tradi­

tional majority and the tiny but powerful 

Haskalah-oriented circle which had the czarist 

government’s ear.

In Hithuania, the Haskalah was slower to 

rise. The Hitvak, for all his proverbial rationalism 

and common sense and skepticism, was deeply

rooted in rabbinic authority, and the natural ten­

dency for a Hithuanian Jew was to synthesize old 

and new, not to “rebel” or “denounce” what had 

been held most dearly for thousands of years. One 

of the earliest exemplars is perhaps a scholar 

whose own roots go back to the “Paduans.” 

Yehude ben Mordechai ha-Leyvi Hurvitz prac­

ticed medicine in Vilna and then in Grodna 

(where he died in 1797). He branched out from 

medicine to moral philosophy, and wrote a num­

ber of books in Hebrew that are far from the norm 

of the day. In one of them he lambasts the rabbin­

ate tor what he calls disdain for simple people. In 

another, constructed as a debate between protago­

nists for the Hasidim and the Misnagdim, he pre­

sents a “third way” comprising an enlightenment 

that would be based upon tradition rather than a 

war on tradition. His interpretation of 

messianism is more than a little reminiscent of 

ideas that Jewish philosophers would espouse 

some two centuries later. The Jewish Messiah 

represents a goal that can be attainted only in a 

moral and ethical society, and only in the context 

of all of humanity, not just the Jewish people.

Hurvitx’s most famous work is Amudey beys 

Yehudo (“Pillars of the House of Judah”). In a 

typically playful double meaning, Judah is both the 

author’s given name and a reference to the Bibli­

cal House of Judah, a metaphor for the Jewish 

people. It is written in the form of a debate be­

tween three parties, one representing the animal­

istic instincts, a second the feelings, and a third 

the critical faculty (somewhat reminiscent of, 

though not precisely parallel with Hreud’s id, ego
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and superego). The book contains an appreciative 

poem by one of Mendelssohn’s inner circle, 

Naphtali Her/ Wessely (1725— 1805). Never­

theless, Hurvitz cannot really be considered a “fol­

lower” of the program of “the Berliners,” as the 

members of the movement’s central circle in Ber­

lin were known.

What makes Hurvitz an individualist is his 

double rejection of the central-community based 

Jewish society of the day with all its shortcomings 

and stratifications, and the lack of ethics and mo­

rality in so much of the European culture that the 

Berliners worshipped as the paragon of truth and 

beauty. Between the lines of all his works is the 

clamor for a modernized, ethical based Judaism 

that draws on its many internal sources.

But one thing was typically Litvish — 

Lithuanian Jewish —  in Hurvitz and those who 

were to follow: the tendency to accept that part of 

the Haskalah which stressed immersion in new 

subjects and general sciences. It has to be remem­

bered that one of the greatest foes of the Berlin 

Haskalah, the Gaon of Vilna, himself wrote tracts 

on Hebrew grammar, trigonometry and as­

tronomy.

One grand individualist Litvak of the pe­

riod is the German (yes, German!) philosopher 

Solomon Maimon (1754— 1800; see the image 

section on pp. 2 19-220). He was born and grew 

up in the depths of Lita, on the estates of Prince 

Radziwill near Mir (a town that later came to be 

celebrated in the Jewish world for its great yeshiva; 

see p. 147). He was a boy wonder at Talmud, but 

in his father’s bookcase he found a number of He­

brew and Aramaic volumes in addition to the Tal­

mud, and immersed himself in those as well. He 

taught himself the Latin and Cyrillic alphabets 

from the few words on the reverse title pages of 

Talmudic volumes which sometimes give the place 

of printing, the printer’s data, censors’ authori­

zations, and so forth. His father’s financial mis­

fortunes led the boy to live in various other towns 

in the region, including Ivyanets and Nyezvish 

(now Ivianec and Niezviz, Belarus). He was be­

trothed at eleven, and romantic adventures (espe­

cially— misadventures), become a pattern for 

the rest of his life, which led to him not once “to 

leave town by sundown,” so to speak, to start 

again elsewhere. A skeptic from his earliest youth, 

he loved playing pranks on religious people. His 

autobiography recounts the trick he played on his 

hated mother-in-law: when she was asleep he 

slipped over to her bed, and mimicked his own 

dead mother’s voice, saying: “You ungodly 

woman, why do you treat my beloved son so 

badly?” The mother-in-law duly rushed to the 

dead woman’s grave the next day, and according 

to an old folkloristic practice, begged forgiveness 

at the grave, proceeded to have the burial ground 

measured, and ordered a wax taper equal to the 

circumference of the burial ground, for burning 

at the synagogue, to expiate the sin.

This prankster’s considerable sexual appe­

tite was more than matched by his thirst for 

knowledge. A book of the Kabbalah that he found 

ignited his thirst for philosophy. During his trav­

els he hit upon early groups of Hasidim, and has­

tened to join various activities to learn more about



them. His opinion was in its own way every hit as 

scathing as the Gaon of Vilna’s, except that his 

starting point was a debunking of the traditional 

pietistic way, too.

“The new religious movement was designed to 

make it easier to be a blessed person, insofar as it declares 

that fasts and vigils and the constant stuck of Talmud are 

not onlv useless, but even prejudicial to that happiness of 

spirit which is essential to genuine pietv. It was therefore 

onlv natural that the adherents of the movement multiplied 

verv rapidlv. [... ] The drvness and unfruitfulness of rab­

binical studies, the huge burden of the ritual laws, which 

the new movement promised to lighten, and finally, the ten­

dency to fanaticism and love of the wondrous, which are 

nurtured bv this movement. . .”

Young Solomon traveled to Poland and Ger­

many seeking to find his way to wider culture. He 

had become a lifelong admirer of Maimonides, 

and adopted the surname Maimon to honor his 

intellectual hero (Maimonides was Moses ben 

Maimon). He traveled from town to town giving 

lessons to young pupils in traditional families, and 

usually had to leave when it was discovered he was 

a heretic. He recounts in his autobiography a 

scene in Posen where he went to the modern, 

Haskalah inspired school:

“The pupils were struck bv mv strange dress, and 

approached to ask whence I came and what I wanted. Their 

cjuestions I answered in mv Lithuanian dialect [of Yiddish), at 

which thev began to laugh and make merrv at mv expense.”

He eventually established a correspon­

dence with Moses Mendelssohn, who was flabber­

gasted to receive profound philosophical manu­

scripts in Hebrew from the “depths of darkness,”

as Mendelssohn regarded the Jewish culture of 

Lastern Ashkenaz. Of course this is yet another 

case of an individualistic Litvak having come to 

secular studies himself, and only then discovering 

the Berlin Haskalah. Mendelssohn welcomed the 

young Litvak into his home and introduced him 

to his circle of elegant, wealthy intellectuals. They 

looked after all the newcomer’s needs. After 

some time, however, Mendelssohn called the boy 

wonder into his parlor to tell him of three com­

plaints that had been coming his way from his 

friends in Berlin: Maimon had no plan for a settled 

life; he was spreading dangerous opinions and sys­

tems; and finally, that he was rumored to “be lead­

ing a loose life, and to be much addicted to sen­

sual pleasures.”

When he was taken in by a Jewish family in 

the Hague, all was looking bright again, until he 

refused to join the f amily in the blessing over wine.

“It was onlv mv love of truth, I made clear, and mv 

desisting from inconsistency that made it impossible for 

me, w ithout obvious revulsion, to sav pravers which I 

regarded as a result of an anthropomorphic system of 

theology. Upon hearing this, their tolerance was 

completely exhausted. Thev despised me as a heretic 

worthy of damnation, and explained that it w ould be an 

aw ful sin to tolerate me in a Jew ish household.”

Led up with all of it, he decided to be bap­

tized. He prepared a text for the priest, “in German 

with Hebrew characters, went to a schoolmaster, 

and got him to copy it in German characters.” In­

cluded in the text was this little declaration:

“I have therefore resolved, in order to obtain 

worldly as w ell as eternal happiness, which depends on
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attaining perfection, and to become useful to myself and to 

others, to embrace the Christian religion. Judaism, it is true, 

comes closer to reason in its principles of faith than Chris­

tianity. But in practical use the latter has an advantage over 

the former; and because morality which comprises not 

opinions but deeds, is the aim of all religion generally, 

clearly the latter comes nearer than the former. Further­

more, I hold the mysteries of Christianity for what they are: 

allegorical representations of the truths that are most im­

portant to man [ . . . ]”

The pastor replied:

“For the present I cannot be satisfied with vour 

confession of faith. You should therefore pray to God, that 

I Ie may enlighten you with I lis grace, and provide you with 

the true spirit of Christianity, and then come to me again.”

During the last (and very productive) six 

years of his short life, he found refuge on the es­

tate of a Christian, the nobleman Adolf von 

Kalkreuth.

These and many other colorful scenes from 

the life of Solomon Maimon are drawn from his 

charming autobiography, which appeared in Ger­

man in two parts, in 1792 and 1793.

But far from being just the colorful rebel of 

his own description, Maimon was a major 

scholar, leaving some twelve books and some sixty 

learned papers.

He became a major philosopher (in gen­

eral, not Jewish philosophy, though his works on 

Maimonides and some which have yet to pub­

lished deserve more attention). His primary con­

tributions are his books in German, and most fa­

mously, his work on transcendental philosophy, 

Versuch iiber die Transscendentalphilosophie (Berlin

1790). In it, he challenges various of Immanuel 

Kant’s premises. Both agreed, for example, that 

the process by which the mind perceives the out­

side is related to “the thing in itself ” that is un­

knowable but nevertheless exists outside the 

mind. Maimon held that it exists in the mind. In 

the end, Maimon’s reasoning leads him to posit 

an inf inite intellect which creates in our minds all 

sorts of relations to things (after all...).

The one great “success” of Maimon’s life 

in terms of outside recognition came in the form 

of a single sentence of Immanuel Kant to the friend 

who had sent him Maimon’s book:

“[...] to demonstrate, not only that none of my 

opponents understood me and the basic problem so well, 

but that very few could claim so much penetration as Mr. 

Maimon in profound enquiries of this sort 1... 1”

In the meantime, the Haskalah movement 

was growing in Lithuania, but in a direction that 

differed starkly from its incarnations “down 

south” in Poland, Galicia, Ukraine and the ad­

joining areas. In the non-Lithuanian areas, we 

must remember, the majority had previously be­

come Hasidim. What with its belief in the infal­

lible rebbe and his miracles, plus all the drinking 

and merrymaking, and the wild gesticulations 

during prayer, Hasidism all in all made a much 

better “target” for the Maskilim than the “dry” 

Lithuanian obsession with learning and scholar­

ship. Naturally, the Lithuanian Maskilim were 

critical of the overriding position of the Talmud



in the scholarly tradition, but the vast majority 

managed to synthesize new forms of modern Jew­

ish culture with much less of the rancor that was 

seen down south. In terms of bitterness, things 

were now reversed. From the first Vilna Ban 

(kheyrem) of 1772 against the Hasidim through to 

the early years of the nineteenth century, the real 

bitterness was that between the western and cen­

tral Lithuanian Jews, who came to be the 

Misnagdim (opponents) of their neighbors to the 

east, the Lithuanian Hasidim. In the nineteenth 

century, that dispute died down and the two sides 

teamed up with each other to fight the Maskilim 

who were helping the czarist authorities in their 

own quest to clamp down on traditional Jewish 

education. In the south, the Maskilim and the 

“real” (= southern) Hasidim — unlike the com­

promise Chabad type Hasidism of the north — 

were opposites in every way, shape and form. 

Total belief in the rebbe and modern rationalism 

were now pitted against each other in the south. 

That is a lucid confrontation of polaric opposites.

Some of the southern maskilic tracts could 

easily be mistaken for anti-Semitic satire, if their 

cultural and historical context were not known. 

Joseph Perl (177 3— 1839), a native ofTarnopol, 

Galicia, wrote a work in German, Uberdas Wesen 

der Sekte Chassidim, in 18 16, in which he not only 

condemned Hasidism but urged the Austrian au­

thorities to take severe action against the 

Hasidim. His most famous work was however 

written in both Yiddish and Hebrew (published 

at first in Hebrew). Galled Megdle tmfrin 

(“Revealer of Secrets”), it attempts to ape the

Hasidic tale in its construction, which revolves 

around a rather clumsy and simplistic plot: the ri­

diculous Hasidim fall over each other in intrigues 

and devices to get at a certain “German book” and 

its evil author (no doubt Mr. Perl himself...).

Among the next generation of southern 

maskilic Hasidim-bashers was Isaac Joel Linctzky 

(1838— 1915) of Podolia, Ukraine. His best 

known work is the clumsy novel Dos poylishe yingl 

(“The Polish Boy”), a satire against the Hasidim 

with slips into the grotesque and semi-vulgar. But, 

like other Maskilim down south, he was, willingly 

or unwillingly, developing Yiddish as the language 

of modern genres of creativity, a development 

weaker in the north, because the scholarly milieu 

there made for more solid continuity of the parts 

of Ashkenazic culture traditionally carried out in 

Hebrew and Aramaic.

The northern Maskilim were frankly influ­

enced by Lyliohu the Gaon of Vilna much more 

than by Moses Mendelssohn the Lnlightener of 

Berlin. After all, the greatest Talmudic and 

Kabbalistic scholar of Jewish Lastern Lurope, the 

Gaon, himself wrote tracts on trigonometry, as­

tronomy and Hebrew grammar. Such studies are 

part and parcel of what the Haskalah was all about, 

broadening the horizons over and beyond the 

world of Torah, Talmud, Kabbalah, and Prayer to 

subjects in the wider world.

That is not to say that the Gaon of Vilna and 

his circle and pupils were Maskilim. bar from it. 

By definition the Gaon’s circle were Torah Jews 

who believed they would be better Torah scholars 

if they mastered more and more of the sciences of
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the world. They were all classic Ashkenazim, 

speaking in Yiddish, writing in Hebrew, Aramaic 

and Yiddish in more or less the conventional 

complementation of roles (see p. 44). And, by 

definition, the Maskilim rejected the divinity of 

the Torah and the infallibility of the generations of 

rabbinic interpreters and legislators. Moreover, if 

they deified anything, it was modern western cul­

ture: languages, philosophy, the sciences, the pro­

fessions, the arts, and so forth. Put dif ferently, the 

Gaon’s circle of scholars who wanted to broaden 

their scholarly horizons beyond Torah were loyal 

carriers of the civilization Ashkenaz; Maskilim, 

by contrast, were out to replace it, to become ac- 

culturated to the societies in which they live, 

while retaining that which they picked and chose 

as being valuable from a cultural, spiritual, historic 

or social point of view, using their own powers of 

reason. Put dif ferently again, there were two very 

different life goals for the two types. Por one the 

highest achievement was to excel at Torah, to solve 

some ancient textual contradiction with a brilliant 

analysis or reconstruction; for the other, the high­

est achievements were the same as for the gentiles: 

university education and accomplishment in one 

of the recognized fields of endeavor cherished by 

western civilization.

We have seen that the brilliant and eccen­

tric and defying-all-classification Solomon 

Maimon actually befriended Mendelssohn at one 

point in his life, but Maimon could scarcely be 

considered a Maskil in the sense of someone who 

seeks to broaden the horizons of, and provide 

modern education for, the Jewish masses. He was

a Lithuanian Talmudic scholar turned German 

philosopher, who wrote a delightful autobiogra­

phy written with the tone of someone from the 

twenty-first century who went back in time and 

was able to report to us about what things were 

like back then in Jewish Lithuania and countries 

to its west.

Someone who might do as a “proper 

Lithuanian Maskil” is Menashe Ilyer (1767— 

183 1), a native of Smargon (now in Belarus) who 

lived for many years in Ilye, a shtetl to the east. He 

was a friend of the Gaon of Vilna but the friend­

ship soured when the Gaon found out that 

Menashe had also visited Shneur-Zalmen, the 

founder of Chabad. Menashe was a renowned 

Talmudic scholar admired by scholars near and 

far, but the renown turned to notoriety when he 

rejected interpretations of Rashi, Toysjes, and the 

Shulkhon orukh. As a young man, Menashe, seek­

ing to hear everybody out in the spirit of the mod­

ern intellectual, set out for Berlin to meet 

Mendelssohn, but a number of influential reli­

gious Jews in Konigsberg convinced the Prussian 

border authorities to refuse him passage. Inci­

dents such as these demonstrate just how burning 

the issues were. In one of his major works (pub­

lished at Vilna in 1807), Menashe Ilyer offers a 

classic maskilic analysis of the Jewish situation 

calling for a broadening of the intellectual realms 

which are studied, and on many more young men 

to become artisans instead of talentless Talmudic 

idlers (what we might call hacks today). Most in- 

triguingly, the book’s introduction calls for a truce 

in the cultural conflict between the Hasidim and



the Misnagdim. The name of this hook, inciden­

tally, is Pesher Dovor, taken in good old style Irom a 

Biblical phrase, usually rendered “interpretation 

ol a thing” (Lcclesiastes 8:1). Biblical lexicogra­

phy notwithstanding, the title alluringly alludes to 

a later Hebrew meaning of the root meaning 

“compromise” which is closely related to every­

day Yiddish p(e)shore (Ashkenazic Hebrew 

peshoro).

Another of Menashe I Iyer’s works is a little 

bilingual book, written in Hebrew and Yiddish, 

with two titles, one in Aramaic, one in Yiddish. 

The Aramaic Samo d ’Khayey can mean “elixir of 

life” or “healing drug.” This is followed by the 

Yiddish title Lebn mitl, meaning “a means for life” 

or thereabouts. Only the first portion appeared, 

in 182 3, and for some reason, it has become one 

of the rarest Jewish books in the world.

I Iyer (also called Ben Porath) attracted 

controversy throughout his colorful life, which 

included his invention of at least two machines: 

one for threshing, and one for processing tobacco. 

Neither was taken up and the designs have been 

lost.

He was loved and hated. After he died in a 

cholera epidemic, his adherents did all they could 

to publish his works and preserve his memory. 

One of them, Mordechai Plungyan published a 

biography of his master in 1858.

There were many more individualist 

Litvaks who found various forms of expression 

throughout the nineteenth century.

Just as its protagonists were individualists 

and “characters” rather than “movement types,” 

so the Haskalah in Lithuania was itself more akin 

to a series of colorful interludes, in the spirit of the 

time and place, rather than some kind of central­

ized movement in our current sense of the notion.

One of the most productive, if transient, 

episodes is the “Shklov Interlude” that has been 

splendidly researched by David L. bishman in one 

of the most important studies on Lithuanian 

Jewry (his Russia’s First Modern Jews, 1995).

The first partition of the Polish-Lithuanian 

commonwealth in 1772 took Shklov, a town out 

in the far east of Jewish Lithuania, and its region 

(now in the far east of Belarus), out of Lithuania 

(or the Lithuania component of the Polish- 

Lithuanian Commonwealth) and into the Russian 

(c/arist) Lmpire. The western and central regions 

of Lita were left in Lithuania for another two de­

cades until they too were added to the Russian 

Lmpire in the second and final partitions of Po­

land in the 1790s.

And so, external forces resulted in the set­

ting up of a Litvak corner that found itself in the 

western “newlands” of the Russian Lmpire, and 

suddenly in a dif ferent country from its spiritual 

capital, Vilna. Add to this the meteoric rise of 

Chabad Hasidism in that very region (Vitebsk, 

Mohilov, and the villages Lyadi, Lyozna, Kaleshik, 

Lubavitch, all in the area) and the bitter Hasidic- 

Misnagdic conflict that was still raging.

Then came two additional factors, one 

emanating from Vilna; the other by happenstance 

of Russian Lmpire history.
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From the Vilna side, the Gaon of Vilna had 

powerful disciples and pupils from Shklov or re­

lated to Shklov. They were staunch Misnagdim and 

also intellectuals in the spirit of the Gaon who 

believed in all study as valuable. Perhaps the pri­

mary force was Benyomin ben Shloyme-Zalmen 

Rivlin (1728— 1812), a relative of the Gaon and 

son of a delegate from Raysn (the eastern part of 

Jewish Lithuania) to the Council of Lithuania. I le 

had spent years in Vilna studying with the Gaon, 

and then returned home to Shklov around 1772, 

just when the region was annexed to Russia. We 

have already seen the Gaon’s sons’ eulogy for 

Shloyme-Zalmen Rivlin in their biography of 

their father, as well as their copious praise for “the 

brothers”: Simkhe-Bunim and Menachem- 

Mendel Bendet (see p. 103).

“Overnight,” these Shklov scholars turned 

the city into the “first colony” of the new Vilna 

scholarship of the Gaon. Benyomin Rivlin and the 

Bendet brothers founded yeshivas which are, ret­

rospectively speaking, the first to be established by 

the Gaon’s pupils, before the famous and long-last­

ing one at Valo/hin. Menachem-Mendel published 

many learned tomes on Kabbalah. Moreover, the 

Gaon’s own brother, Avrom ben Shloyme-Zalmen 

(1742— 1807) served as city magid or preacher in 

Shklov in the 1780s. His most famous work, Mayles 

ha-Toyre (Maaloys ha-Toyro, ‘Virtues of Torah”) ap­

peared in Vilna in 1824. Another great scholar of 

Shklov who joined the circle was Yisroel ben 

Shmuel, author of Talmudic treatises.

All this “should have” made Shklov a satel­

lite of Vilna in the Lithuanian tradition of rabbinic

culture. But life is never that simple. The Shklov 

circle developed ties to the Berlin Haskalah at the 

very same time. The most famous exponent of 

these ties is Boruch Shik of Shklov (Boruch 

Shklover, Baruch Shick, 1744— 1808). He is fa­

mous for his translation into Hebrew of Luclid’s 

Elements, that appeared in Berlin in 1777; not so 

much for the translation (it was not the first into 

I lebrew), but for his “name dropping” in the in­

troduction, where he remarks that the Gaon him­

self had told him to set out on this work, because 

every failure of knowledge in the sciences leads to 

hundredfold failure in Torah studies, and one must 

spread knowledge among the people of Israel.

In the spirit of the times (a sort of latter- 

day mini Jewish intellectual humanism), Boruch 

Shik did not concentrate his secular studies in any 

one field, and if we set aside his recollection of the 

Gaon’s remark to him regarding Luclid, his ma­

jor secular work is a work on astronomy called 

Seyfer Yesod Oylom (“Book of the Foundation of the 

World” or “of the Universe” — the phrase in 

Proverbs 10: 25, from which it comes is often 

translated “everlasting foundation”). It was pub­

lished with great enthusiasm in Berlin, bv the 

circle of Moses Mendelssohn, including the great 

man himself, in 1777. So there we are: the Berlin 

Maskilim published their first major work in He­

brew and it was not by one of their own but by a 

follower of the Gaon of Vilna from the far east of 

Jewish Lithuania, from Shklov!

The Shklov center was thus a conglomer­

ate of Vilna rabbinic learning with an injection of 

Berlin enthusiasm for secular studies. Within



Lithuania, the group was steadfastly pro-Gaon 

and anti-Hasidic. Their steadfastness in this re­

spect was of no lesser magnitude than in Vilna, and 

perhaps greater (remember, they were not in 

Vilna but in Mohilev province where Chabad 

Hasidism was born and had its strongest nest). In 

177 5, the Shklov circle organized a public dispu­

tation with the Hasidim, at which their two lead­

ers, Shneur-Zalmen and his Hasidic competitor, 

Avrom Kalishker were abused. Twelve years later, 

the Shklov community leaders issued a ban entail­

ing many harsh measures against the Hasidim.

As it this synthesis of' strands of “Berlin” 

with a generous dose of “Vilna” in the City of 

Shklov were not exotic enough, a Russian “ro­

mantic” element came into the mix. Shortly after 

Shklov became part of the Russian Lmpire, the 

empress, Catherine the Great, gave the confis­

cated estates of Shklov to her “admirer” Count 

Semion Gavrilovich Zorich. But when she broke 

off their relationship in 1778, she banned him 

f rom St. Petersburg and gave him a big cash pay­

off. The man settled into a splendid palace on his 

new estate in Shklov, and proceeded to bring High 

Russian Culture to the place in every sense of the 

word. In addition to launching a parlor of lavish 

parties and merrymaking, he established a theater 

(building it specially), a dance school, science 

laboratory, art gallery, library, and an Academy 

that was the first non-church school in 

Belorussia. To all his institutions he brought tal­

ented directors and instructors from across Lu- 

rope. Suddenly Shklov was a cosmopolitan island 

of high Luropean culture.

Whatever his initial antipathies may have 

been toward the Jews in Shklov, his relationship 

with leaders of the local community (which con­

stituted an overwhelming majority of the residents 

of the city), grew over time. He got into close ca­

hoots with Jewish businessmen and together the 

Court of Zorich and the Jewish business commu­

nity turned Shklov into a boom town. Nota 

Notkin and Joshua Zeitlin became close confi­

dantes of the Zorich court. Both of them had close 

contacts with the Berlin circle and befriended 

Mendelssohn personally. Zeitlin was simulta­

neously a leading traditional Lithuanian rabbinic 

scholar, who had studied at a yeshiva in Minsk. In 

1802, he helped finance Chaim Valozhiner’s new 

yeshiva at Valozhin (see p. 147), which was to be­

come the “mother of Lithuanian yeshivas” and he 

led a fundraising campaign on its behalf.

And so it came to pass that the brief “me­

teor Shklov” in Lithuanian Jewish cultural history 

was to have a permanent impact. “Brief ” because 

it all came to an end as rapidly as it had risen. Af­

ter the final partitions of Poland in the 1790s, 

Shklov was no longer a border town and lost all the 

commercial benefits that accrue to such places. 

The great benefactor Zorich died in 1799, virtual­

ly all his cultural institutions collapsed, and their 

human talents moved to bigger places. After a few 

short years, the Jewish community became im­

poverished. The crushing 1804 Russian czarist 

edicts reconfirmed the worst of the earlier edicts: 

it forbade Jews to live outside the Pale of Settle­

ment (established in 1794); kept Jewish taxation 

at double the normal rate (also from 1794); or-
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dered the expulsion of the Jews from the country­

side and its hamlets (renewing an edict of 1795); 

prohibited sale or production of alcoholic bever­

ages; did away with the remaining powers of the 

institutions of local Jewish autonomy. Coming on 

top of everything else that hit Shklov, this spelled 

the end of this very special center that brought 

together the various strands of Lithuanian Jewish 

culture.

The remaining rabbinic scholars carried 

out a daring plan. They migrated to the Land of 

Israel! Most settled in one of its “four holy cities,” 

Safad, which had earlier won its fame as the six­

teenth century center of Kabbalah. The first 

group, led by Menachem-Mendel Bendet, set out 

in 1808. The great Rabbi Israel of Shklov led a 

second contingent in 1809. Other adherents of the 

Gaon of Vilna from different parts of Jewish 

Lithuania followed. By 1815 there were close to

five hundred Shklov people settled in Safad, and 

they built their own yeshiva and synagogue. The 

colony of “The Gaon’s prushim (‘ascetic schol­

ars’)” remains well-known in Jewish history. The 

aged founder of “Gaonite” rabbinics in Shklov, 

Benyomin Rivlin, set out from Shklov for Safad 

in 1812, but unlike Moses before him, was not 

even destined to make it to the outskirts. He died 

not far from Mohilev.

The upshot of it all is that Lithuanian 

Jewry, from its most traditional (the likes of the 

Gaon) to its most radical (the Maskilim) exhibi­

ted a desire for secular learning beyond the realm 

of the Talmud and its literature. That trend was 

not a new one. In the early sixteenth century, the 

Polish traveler Maciej Miechowita remarked with 

some astonishment that the Jews of Lithuania 

“use Hebrew books for the study of the sciences, 

the arts, astronomy and medicine.”



Joseph Solomon Delmedigo

Joseph Solomon Delmedigo (1 591 — 1655) was 
not a Litvak. He was born into a scholarly Jewish 

family in Crete, studied astronomy under Galileo 

in Padua, and spent time in Lgypt. In 1620 he was 

living in Vilna where he became the private doc­

tor of Prince Radxiwill and other nobles. He is the author of dozens of works.

It is hard to know precisely what influence he had on the further devel­
opment of Lithuanian Jewish culture. His synthesis of Jewish and secular learn­
ing, and his ability to work closely with traditional Jews, Karaites, and Chris­
tians alike seems to indicate a spirit kindred to the evolving spe­
cial character of Lithuanian Jewry.

This book, Sejfer Eylim, was apparently his f irst to be pub­

lished (see p. 201). It is an intellectual dialogue with a major 

Karaite scholar he had befriended in Lithuania, Zerach ben 
Nathan of Troki (born 1578).
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Reaching for secular knowledge 
in the eighteenth century

2 16 Unlike their counterparts in Germany, eighteenth century Lithuanian Jews 

who craved secular knowledge did not see the need to do so in a spirit of 

rejectionism of traditional Jewish culture. To the contrary, they sought to dem­
onstrate the harmony of the two. One of the best known examplars is Boruch

Shklover (or Baruch Shick, 1744— 
1808), a key figure in the “Shklov 

revival” (see p. 2 12).
Born in Shklov, he com­

pleted his rabbinic education in 

Minsk. To study medicine, he 

moved to London (where he joined 
the Freemasons). He sojourned in 

Berlin where he befriended the 
leaders of the Berlin Lnlightenment 
movement, and published his re­
vised edition of a work on as­

tronomy originallv compiled in the 
ninth or tenth century. Galled Seyfer 

c Yesod Oylom (“Book of the bounda-

j tion of the Universe”), it appeared
2 in Berlin in 1777.
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Charting the universe in Hebrew, in the

eighteenth century:

two pages from Boruch Shklover’s Seyjer Yesod 

Oylom (Berlin 1777)
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Euclid ’s geom etry in Hebrew (called V i/c r  IJkliJiiv 

“ The Book o f  Euclid” ) bv “ Borucb the son o f the 

b r illia n t rabbi, our teacher Rabbi Jacob, o f the sac red 

com m un ity  o f the crow ning c ity o f  Shkloy, whose 

steady place o f abode is now in the sacred com m unity 

o f M insk in L ithuania”  (Am sterdam , 1780)

On his way back cast from Berlin, Boruch 

spent some time in Vilna in 1778, and became part of 
the Vilna Gaon’s inner circle. In 17 80, he published a 
translation of the first part of Euclid’s treatise on ge­
ometry, The Elements, noting in the introduction that 
the Gaon had told him that general scientif ic knowl­
edge was vital for Torah study and research.

During this period, there were also a number of well-known Lithuanian 

Jewish doctors, most of whom studied in Padua, Italy, and returned home to 

practice medicine. One curious “reverse scenario” is exemplified by a Ger­

man Jew, Isaiah Jacob Prank who came to Lithuania to study medicine at 
Vilna’s university. His dissertation, which appeared in Latin in 1793, is thought 

to be one of the first medical dissertations to appear in any language in 
Lithuania.

f T E N T A  M E N
JNAUGURALE MEDICUM 

CAUSA PROXIMA FEBR1UM

PR£segmrS ZXAMINIBVS R1TI PRRSOWTiS
TOO SUMM1S W MEPlCtNA HON9W*Jl CONSKQUCNCUi

AUU ACADf&lA rr UNIVSRSITATF. VlLNENtt 

ESAr. JACQ.BUS FRANK
Btrliat Brandcnburg: s.

Ana* 177} Mian J.auit: Oia

VILNfi w LITHUANIA
Txris S. R. M. nuzs Acadmuak.

Isaiah Jacob Frank’s 1 /9  3

medical dissertation in Vilna



The Lithuanian Jewish boy who 
grew up to be a German 
philosopher. . .

I t  is said th a t the  g reat c la im  to  fam e o f S o lo m o n  M a im o n

( ±  17 54-----1800) is a qu o te  bv the  ce lebra ted p h ilo s o p h e r

Im m a n u e l K a n t (1 7 2 4 — 1 8 0 4 ). A l t e r  re a d in g  on e  o l 

M a im o n ’s m an uscrip ts , K a n t re m a rke d  ( in  a 1789 le tte r)  

th a t n o b o d y  u n d e rs to o d  h is  p h ilo s o p h y  as w e ll as th is  le llo w  M a im o n .

B o rn  ne a r N e /y i /h  (n o w  N ia s y i/ ,  B e la ru s ), M a im o n  was f ro m  th e  ea r­

lie s t age a soc ia l and c o n c e p tu a l re b e l as w e ll as a ge n ius , w i th  an in s a tia b le  

th ir s t  lo r  b o o ks , p h ilo s o p h y  and w o rd ly  kn o w le d g e . I l is  ana logous th ir s t  lo r  

w o r ld ly  pleasures was a la c to r  in  th e  m any c o lo r fu l (som e tim es  s laps tick ) esca­

pades and lo rc e d  c o n t in u o u s  re lo c a tio n s  th ro u g h  m o s t o f h is  s h o r t life .

I lis  m a jo r  c o n tr ib u t io n s  are to  genera l ph ilo so p h y , and are p re se rye d  in  

those  o l h is w o rk s  p u b lis h e d  in  G e rm a n  in  the  1790s. H e  is best k n o w n  fo r  h is 

in te rp re ta t io n s  o l K a n t, b u t also d id  a lo t  o l w o rk  on  th e o rie s  o f in f in i te  in te l­

le c t and o l d e te rm in a b ility .  I lis  c o n tr ib u t io n s  in c lu d e  a d ic t io n a ry  o l p h ilo s o ­

phy, a h is to ry  o l p h io loso phy , a p ro po sed  ne w  system  o l lo g ic , and essays on  the  

m o s t c o n te n t io u s  issues in  th e  f ie ld .

Solom on M aim on
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In Jewish cultural history he is best known lor his autobiography 
(1792— 1793) which touches on his experience of village and rural life in 

Lithuania, Jewish and general culture ol the day, the earliest Hasidim, and the 

Berlin “enlighteners,” all written in an uncannily modern voice. It has been 

translated into Lnglish, Hebrew and Yiddish.

Maimon took his surname in honor ol Maimonides, and spent a good 
part ot his life “dealing” with Maimonides’ Guidefor the Perplexed. The Berlin 
1791 edition contains Maimon’s commentary to the Guide. Various ol his other 
works in Hebrew have still not been published. Lor more on Maimon’s lite and 

work, see pp. 206-208.
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M."union's autobiography M a im on ’s Hebrew com n ien ta rv

on M aim onides (B erlin , 1791)



Esperanto, Zamenhof and Yiddish

The handcrafted universalist language Esperanto was the cre­

ation of a Litvak born in Bialystok. He was, of course,

Ludwik Lejzer Zamenhof (1859— 1917), whose 1887 
Lingvo Internacia eventually led to the rise of his movement in 

all corners of the world. His own pseudonym, Dr. Esperanto 
(“Dr. I lopeful”) became the name of his novel language. I le 
and his Esperantist followers believe that a universal language, 

even if a second language to the national languages, can be a 

bridge between peoples that will bolster tolerance, human­
ism and intercultural respect.

What is less known about Zamenhof is that he was one 

of the pioneers of modern Yiddish linguistics. I lis Yiddish 

grammar is unfortunately ignored (though it was finally pub­
lished, by Adolf Holzhaus, in Helsinki in 1982). The major 
“Zamenhof Yiddish stir” is still his 1909 piece in the presti­

gious modernist Vilna Yiddish journal, Lebn un visnshajt 

(“Life and Science”). Signing the series of articles “Dr. X,” he advocated radi­
cal reform of the Yiddish writing system via replacement of the ancient Jewish 

right-to-left alphabet with a system of Latinization. The piece resulted in a 
spirited controversy which kept the avid attention of the journal’s readers. 

Although the Latinization project never took off in a big way, the changes in 

spelling he recommended were in the spirit of the rational phonetic spelling 
being proposed at the time by other Yiddish linguists. In this sense he ended up 
being one of the reformers of Yiddish orthography in the Yiddish alphabet. In 

the same series of articles, he also accepted the vast majority of phonetic fea­
tures of Lithuanian Yiddish as the standard, again, in line with general devel­

opments in Yiddish linguistics of the period.

Ludwig Lejzer Zamenhof
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Zamenhof died in Warsaw, where his gravestone, all in hsperanto, stands 

not tar from the mausoleum over the graves ot the famous Yiddish writers 

Y. L. Peretz, Sh. An-sky and Y. Dineson.
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Xamenhof 's contm versi.il project to

Latinize Yiddish w ritin g , proposed in

V iln a  Y id d ish  jo u rn a l in 1909



H ebrew  Com es to Life

Hebrew had never “died” in the sense that San­

skrit or Latin ceased to be spoken, though San­

skrit and Latin, like most “dead languages,” ex­

perienced the “afterlife” of having given rise to 

successor languages which are very much alive.

Despite fanciful claims sometimes made, 

it seems most likely that Hebrew, in anything re­

sembling its classical form as known from the 

Hebrew Bible, as a genuine vernacular of real 

speech communities, went under not long after 

the Babylonian Lxile of 586 BC (see p. 26). The 

Hebrews or Judeans, who in exile became the 

Jews, created their second major language, Jew­

ish Aramaic, incorporating masses of Hebrew 

(words, meanings, constructions) into the new 

language. In that sense the spirit of 1 lebrew lived 

on in Jewish Aramaic, which was the language of 

Jesus and his environment, and of course of most 

of the Jerusalem and Babylonian Ialmuds.

But Hebrew never died as a written lan­

guage in several senses. It continued to be used for 

the writing of new works, and it continued to be 

scrutinized, memorized and recited in the study 

of old works, including the Bible and Mishna. 

And, from the time of the institution of regular 

prayers instead of the ancient animal sacrifices 

some two thousand years ago, it became the lan­

guage of daily prayer and blessings (note though that 

some of the most emotively hallowed prayers, such 

as the kaddish prayer for the dead, are in Aramaic). 

Hebrew, then, lived on in two senses: as a spoken 

part of the new spoken language Aramaic, and a 

written medium for studying and reciting old texts 

and creating new ones.

The picture is extended with the advent of 

the Luropean period in Jewish history. The major 

spoken language of world Jewry was no longer 

Aramaic. Of the new Luropean Jewish vernacu­

lars, Yiddish was destined to become the succes­

sor to Aramaic in the sense of becoming the ver­

nacular of the vast majority of Jews. This time, the 

new language — Yiddish — incorporated into 

itself a Hebrew and Aramaic component. Lach 

major Jewish language became a part of the next. 

Hence there is a Hebrew component in Aramaic, 

and a I lebrew and Aramaic component in Yid­

dish. This comes as no surprise, given the conti­

nuity of the people involved.

Jewish Aramaic preserved much of the 

vocabulary as well as the spirit of ancient Hebrew 

in the everyday vernacular of Jews. The process 

repeated itself in Old Ashkenaz, when the Ara- 

maic-with-Hebrew-within-it fused with Ger­

manic (more specifically, medieval German city

223
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dialects), the result was a new language that again 

preserved much of the ancient Hebrew and Ara­

maic culture in its everyday linguistic fabric.

Let us take some everyday examples from 

Yiddish. The ancient Hebrew word for “book,” 

stfer survived into Yiddish as seyfer but in the modi­

fied sense of “sacred traditional Jewish book” (as 

opposed to Germanic derived bukh which refers to 

other kinds of books, say modern or secular 

books). But many of the Semitic words in Yiddish 

are everyday words, not “specifically Jewish” 

words, for example avade (“of course”), beheyme 

(“cow”), ponim (“face”), mistame (“probably”). 

Dictionaries will tell you that the first and fourth 

are “Aramaic” and the second and third of these ex­

amples “Hebrew” but within Yiddish they are of 

course all “completely Yiddish.”

But that is not to say that Yiddish speakers 

are not aware of the derivation of most of the words 

in their language. In the case of the Hebrew and 

Aramaic elements in the language, the awareness is 

kept alive in each generation by the special pattern 

of internal Ashkenazic trilingualism (see the dia­

grams on p. 44). To take an example from 

Lithuanian Yiddish, the everyday word for table is 

tish, and it occurs in a host of connections (for ex­

ample kumen tsum tish, lit. “come to the table” used 

in the sense of “reach an understanding or agree­

ment about something”). The Hebrew word for 

table, shulkhon survives in the name of the well- 

known code of law by Joseph Karo (see p. 61), the 

Shulkhon orukh, though only the Hebraically 

learned would actively think of that name as mean­

ing “the set table.” But then there was a tradition

in many traditional homes to try to use Hebrew 

on the Sabbath, especially at Sabbath meals. 

Hence words such as shulkhon for “table” and 

melakh for “salt” became part of a special register 

of the language for Sabbath. At the other end of 

the spectrum, there are many insults and 

vulgarisms derived from Hebraic roots. Insults 

include meshugener (“crazy guy”), peyte (“dope”) 

and shiker (“drunk”).

In short, Yiddish civilization kept knowl­

edge of Hebrew very near the surface: embedded 

in the everyday language; the special language of 

Sabbath and other holy uses; the language of daily 

prayer and of many blessings and sayings and quo­

tations used in everyday life; the language for the 

writing of original documents in an array of genres 

including letters, community records and serious 

works of scholarship.

The Yiddish speaker’s sophistication in 

matters Hebraic often extended to a sociological 

or stylistic differentiation for one and the “same” 

word (as far as etymology goes) that has a variety 

of incarnations in living Ashkenazic culture. Thus 

pesakh in the study of the Bible refers to the pas­

chal sacrifice offering of the ancient Hebrew; 

peysakh refers to the Jewish holiday Passover; the 

morphologically Aramaic form, paskhe refers to 

the Christian Laster.

Ancient (and modern Israeli) Hebrew 

words are usually stressed on the final syllable. In 

Ashkenaz, stressed moved back one syllable to the 

penultimate position. In reading the Torah on 

Sabbath mornings, the careful reader follows the 

ancient accent marks and would read perhaps



Moyshe for “Moses”; perhaps Meyshe in his 

Lithuanian pronunciation. But in calling a con­

temporary by that name, it would invariably be 

Meyshe or one of its loving diminutives, most 

popularly Meyshke.

Bearing in mind how steeped the civiliza­

tion was in Hebraic culture, it may not be exactly 

a “miracle” that modern Hebrew could be revived 

as a vernacular. Still, it is a major feat and some 

even claim it to be unique in the history of lan- 

guages.

As we shall see from the coming pages, a 

number of pioneers brought I lebrew to life first 

in the writing of modern huropean type works 

and then in the enormous leap to actually speak­

ing it. The single most important personality in 

the rebirth of everyday spoken Hebrew was 

Leyzer Perlman of Luzhikor Luzhke (now Luzki, 

Belarus, near Druva) who eventually changed his 

name to hliezer ben Yehuda, moved to Palestine, 

and is considered the father of modern spoken 

Hebrew (see p. 2 35). But he had a number of 

forerunners who brought literary Hebrew to the 

“brink” of being usable. By and large, it was a 

Litvak enterprise. Its founding center was Vilna.

The early Vilna Hebraists were Maskilim, 

at a time and place where adherence to traditional 

religious norms usually continued alongside (and 

in harmony with) the growing fascination with 

the modern topics being propounded by the 

Haskalah. Manv were what we might today call

“fancy rhymesters,” taking the traditional genre 

of weaving classical passages and phrases into a 

bombastic “poem” or “declaration.” The genre 

became known as meUtse (melitso, melitsa), a He­

brew word for a florid over-the-top style. Ger- 

man-Jewish observers could not understand why 

the Litvak followers of Lnlightenment were so 

hungup on language (“form”) rather than the sub­

stance of modern subjects (“content”). Such po­

ems in Hebrew were sometimes composed for 

weddings, funerals and in honor of high govern­

ment officials (see p. 314). There was a deeper di­

vide coming to the tore here. The German Jews 

were out for cultural assimilation; the Litvaks were 

seeking modern knowledge and expressiveness us­

ing Jewish languages and traditions (“form”).

One German-Jewish observer, Isaac 

Marcus Jost (1793— 1860), who had himself 

tried his hand at modern Hebrew, could not un­

derstand the Lithuanian maskilic addiction to the 

details of the language over and above, as he saw 

it, the content of what was being written and pub­

lished. But suddenly, something seemed to “gel” 

and ‘Vilna rhyming” was turning into real He­

brew poetry. Not surprisingly, each modern 

scholar of the rise of Hebrew literature will have 

his or her favorite “pioneer.”

What is sometimes overlooked by scholars 

of the rise of modern Hebrew is the environment 

created for the rebirth of the spoken language by 

the group of dedicated enthusiasts in Vilna. It was 

that “mini-environment” that set the stage for Ben 

Yehuda and the others who went on to create the 

“maxi-environment” in Jerusalem. Lor the Vilna
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group, attempting to speak more and more He­

brew to each other at their meetings (in the spirit, 

perhaps, in which Ksperantists try to use the lan­

guage at the meetings of their society) went hand in 

hand with more and more literary experimentation 

(using Hebrew (or ever more contemporary pur­

poses and “playing” with differing strategies for 

rendering the language suitable to modern needs).

The rise of modern Hebrew can even be 

plausibly traced to the “salon” at the home of Tsvi- 

Hirsh Katzenelenbogen (1795— 1868), who was 

known in Vilna as Hirshl Simkhe’s (“Hirshl the 

son of Simcha”). He was both a high functionary 

of the official Jewish community and a successful 

merchant. That his own poetry didn’t amount to 

much didn’t stop him supporting genuine young 

talents such as Avrom Dov-Ber Lebensohn 

(1794--- 1878), who became the central figure of

Reb Hirsh’s salon and arguably the founder of 

modern Hebrew poetry (see p. 2 31).

A second salon was kept by the Klatshkos 

at their home on Daytshe gas (now Vokieciq, see 

p. 114). Tsvi-Hirsh Klatshko (Klachko, 1790 — 

1856) was a businessman who traveled often to 

Germany and liked the idea of a literary salon in 

his home. It was his wife, Toybe (Toba) however, 

who was the force behind the salon which also 

included many Polish literary figures. It even fig­

ures in one of the better known novels of the Pol­

ish romantic era prose master Jozef Kraszewski 

(1812— 1887).

A third salon developed in the home of the 

patron of the arts Moyshe Rozenthal.

By the mid 1830s, Mordechai Aaron 

Ginzburg (see p. 2 33) had come to town, and 

Vilna had its “first professional Hebraist.”



The Haskalah movement

The original Haskalah or “German-Jewish Enlightenment movement” aimed 

to acculturate the Jews to the dominant national culture. In Lithuania, as in 

other parts of Eastern Europe, it took a completely different turn. Instead of 
attempting to rid themselves of their own culture, the Lithuanian Maskilim or 
enlightenment campaigners developed a specific modern Jewish culture by con­
sciously synthesizing their own heritage (languages, history, classical texts) with 
contemporary non-Jewish ideas, genres and categories. One of the grand re­
sults was the modern Hebrew language and Hebrew culture.

Although the Berlin Haskalah launched a Hebew language periodical, 

Ha-MeasseJ(“The Gatherer”) in 1783, its Hebrew was stilted and “not going 

anywhere.” A full-blooded Hebrew arose in Lithuania, the country where tra­

ditional Jewish learning was arguably more intensive than 

anywhere in the world.
One of the forerunners was Judah (Yehude) ben 

Mordechai ha-Leyvi HurvitzofVilna. He studied medicine 
in Padua and returned to Lithuania where he practiced medi­

cine first in Vilna, then Zhager (now Zagare, Lithuania),
Mitoy (Mitau, now Jelgava, Latvia), and finally in Grodna 

(now Hrodna, Belarus), where he died in 1797. His best 

known work is the Amudey Beys Yehudo (“Pillars of the House 

of Judah,” a play on his name and one of the classic names of

Judah H u rv itz ’s Annnlcv ln-\v YcliuJo 

( “ Pillars o f the House o f Judah” ),

Am sterdam  1766
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the Jewish people). It is written in charming “rhymed I lebrew prose” (!) in 

the lorm ol a debate between three figures, representing different, Freud-like 
aspects of human nature. It is also a social document which makes lun ol the 

rich who are obsessed with the latest fashions of Paris. The book has about it 

the spirit of the dawn of a new age of writing based on human intellect and f ree 
expression ol the critical faculty (see pp. 205-206).

~)£D

Mt-nashe liver (1767— 18 51), a native1 ol Smargon, became known as 
“IK er” becau se he settled in I lye and lived there many years (both towns, then 
in Vilna Province, are now in Belarus). He played the role of the classic “tran­

sitional figure.” I le was on the one hand an intimate of the Gaon of Vilna well 
known for his rabbinic erudition. On the other, he became something of a 
rebel, carrving rationalism “beyond the bound­

aries” allowed bv the fully believing traditional 

Jew. He claimed, for example, to have understood 

difficult passages in the Mishna better than the 
later sages of the Talmud. Mixing the pot even 

more, he tried to effect an intellectual rapproche­
ment between the I lasidim and Misnagdim. One of 

his many controversial works is Pesher Dovor (“In­
terpretation ol a Thing” from Hcclisiastes 8: 1, 

but alluding to the related, and popular word 

pshoro, Yiddish pshore meaning “compromise”).
It appeared in Vilna in 1827. Another is Samo 

tl’Chayey (“Idixir of Idle,” an allusion to a Talmu­
dic passage about the words of the Torah having 
the potential to be either an elixir of life or a 

deadly poison, after Tractate Sabbath, 88b). It 
appeared as a bilingual I lebrew-Yiddish booklet 

in 182 V

Menashe championed the poor and social 

justice, and did not shirk f rom spats with the rab­

binate. On more than one occasion he came close 

to being excommunicated. I Ie was the only ma­
jor figure to befriend both the Gaon of Vilna and 

the Gaon’s arch-enemy, the Hasidic master 
Shneur-Xalmen of Lvadi. After his meeting with 

Shneur-Xalmen, however, he found that the Gaon
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had cooled to him.

The major theoretician of “radical Haskalah” in the Russian Empire 

was not a Litvak at all; the Lithuanian Maskilim tended to a much more subtle 

approach involving a lair degree of synthesis with the traditional world. He 

was Isaac Baer Levinsohn (1788— 1860) of Krcmenits, Volhynia who went 

so far as to persuade the Russian government to curtail the number of legal 

Jewish printing presses! When it came to publishing his key work of Haskalah 

thought, Teudo b’Yisroel (Teuda be-Yisrael, “Testimony unto the People of Is­

rael”), his enemies sabotaged publication in his own locales, and he had to 

come to a city known for intellectual openness —  Vilna — to get it pub­

lished. It appeared in 1828 (under the Romms’ imprint of the period, “Vilna 

and Grodna”). It deals with a number of issues including the importance of 

studying Hebrew as well as the secular sciences. His second important work, 

in the form of responses to the questions of a Christian nobleman, also ap­

peared in Vilna (in 1838).
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Rise of Modern Hebrew Poetry

Various forms of Hebrew verse had in fact been composed more or less continu­

ously for thousands of years, much of it liturgical. But modern Hebrew poetry 

arose in the nineteenth century The question as to who was its founder remains 

a contentious one, but all three major contenders for the crown were born in the 

same place — Vilna.

One, Avrom Dov-Ber Lebensohn (1794— 1878), is best known by his 

pen name Odom ha-Koyhen (modern Hebrew Adam ha-Kohen). Odom is an 

acronymic from Avrom Dov-Ber Mikhalishker (and ends up, with the vowels 

supplied, being phonetically identical to the ancient Hebrew word for “man”; it 

was also innovative in that “Adam” was not generally used as a given name among 

Ashkenazim). The toponymic part of the name comes from the village 

Michaleshik where he lived many years, and where he was simply known in Yid­

dish as “Berke Apikeyres” (“Berke the heretic,” because of his modernist lean­

ings; his religious rebellion there consisted of keeping his feet apart 

during the High teen Benedictions when they are supposed to be kept 

together). I le started out with the traditional occupations of compos­

ing special “occasion verse” for weddings, funerals, tombstones of the 

wealthy and in honor of visiting hotshots from the government. He 

then developed into (arguably) the first modern Hebrew poet, cata­

pulted to fame by his Shirey sfas koydesh (“Poems in the Holy Tongue”), 

which appeared in 1842 and was epoch making. Among his best 

known poems is Ha-Khemlo (Ha-Khemla, “Mercy”), a powerful com­

plaint to God about harshness and evil. Dal meyvin (“The poor man 

who is wise”) was set to music and became popular. He was also an 

accomplished Hebrew philologist who wrote a sophisticated com­

mentary to an earlier Hebrew grammar.

O d o m  I n i  K d v h c n  (Avrom  D o v -B e r Lebensohn)
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Most critics agree that Lebensohn was surpassed in sheer poetic talent by 
his son, Micha Joseph Lebensohn (1828— 1852), who was known by his own 

acronymic: Michal. The younger Lebensohn struggled with consumption for the 
last and very highly creative years of his life. When he abandoned all hope of a 
cure in Germany, he returned to die in his beloved native Vilna. Among his best 

known works is the posthumously published Kinoyr bas Tsijoyn (“Harp of the 

Daughter of Zion,” Vilna 1870). The Lebensohns are sometimes regarded as a 
father and son team that created modern Hebrew verse.

The third major pioneer of modern Hebrew verse was Judah Leib Gor­
don (or Leon Gordon, 1831— 1892). He was a more radical Maskil and a highly 

controversial figure. An early graduate of the Russian 
government’s modernized “rabbinical seminary” in Vilna, he 

went on to St. Petersburg, where his communal work got him 
embroiled in a dispute between the local Misnagdim and 

Hasidim, the “fault line” of post-Gaonic Lithuanian Jewry.

The Hasidim, whose complete belief in the supernatural pow­
ers of their rebbe had earned them Gordon’s scorn, succeeded 
in betraying him to the czarist authorities as a political crimi­
nal. Gordon was arrested in 1879 on the (ludicrous) charge of 

complicity in an attempt on the life of czar Alexander II! He 

was imprisoned, and his family exiled to upper Volga. After his 

innocence was proven, he was allowed to return to St. Peters­

burg but not to his old post.
His Hebrew poetry has a number of claims to fame. He managed to cover 

every period of Jewish history from the very beginnings to his own day. His harsh 
satiric tones had a modern Luropean ring to them, and he became, in a way, the 
leader of that branch of Misnagdism that “went secular” in the nineteenth cen­

tury, maintaining an anti-Hasidic stance from a modern rationalist, rather than a 

theologically traditionalist, Gaonist, standpoint. Still, his most beloved poetic 

work remains Ahavas Dovid u-Mikhal (“The Love of Dovid and Michal” — see I 

Samuel, chapters 18 and 19). It appeared in Vilna in 1856.

/

Judah I.eih Cordon
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Rise of Modern Hebrew Prose

Mordcchai-Aaron Ginzburg (1795— 1846) created modern He­

brew prose style. Born in western Lithuania in Salant (now 

Salantai, Lithuania), his erudition became famous in Courland 
(now western Latvia) when he moved there. He eventually settled 

in Vilna where he became the driving force of efforts to create a 
“usable” modern written I lebrew that did not smack of being just 
a jumble of cleverly stapled together biblical passages. Rejecting purism, he 

reached out to all the periods of the Hebrew language, and to modern Euro­
pean languages. He made no effort to stick to the purely biblical style which 

was handicapping the viability of the ancient tongue of the Hebrews as a me­

dium for modern intellectual life. His works include a (translated) book on 
Christopher Columbus, collections of model letters in Hebrew, histories, po­
ems, satires and even a “vision.”

The first Hebrew novel was written by Avrom Mapu of Slabodke, a sub­
urb of Kovna (now the Vilijampole section of Kaunas). Mapu (1808— 1867) 
was brought up in a religious, mystical family. According to a popular story, his 
mysticism “collapsed” when he tried to render himself invisible with 

kabbalistic formulas and was “caught in the act” by a maskilic friend who 

talked him into modernity; He moved to Raseyn (Raseiniai) where he studied 

biblical Hebrew with a master scholar, Senior Sachs (181 5— 1892).

Mapu wrote many works, but it is his first book, Ahavas Tsijoyn (Ahavat 

Tsion, “Love of Zion”) that is considered the first modern Hebrew novel. Origi­
nally published in Vilna in 185 3, it synthesizes elements of French romanticism 

with the biblical heritage in a love story that is set in the days of King Hezekiah 
of Judah and the prophet Isaiah; in other words, in the eighth century BC.

M ordec ha i-A aron 

G inzburg
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Avrom Mapu

«u» ■ —>-

Isivovn ( “ Love of Z io n ” ), 

tbe first Hebrew novel, published 

in Vilna in 1S5V Tbe author is 

c ited as “Avrom, son o f 'tekusiel 

Mapu, a man o f Kovna.”
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Nationalism, Hebraism and Zionism

The line ol development irom I laskalah to modern Hebrew, Jewish national­

ism and Zionism is more or less a direct, unilinear pathway. The birth ot politi­

cal Zionism is ol course traced to Theodor Herzl (1860— 1904), a native ol 
Budapest who moved on to Vienna. Its cultural core, however, emerged largely 
Irom Lithuania. The rise ol a modern Hebrew literature in the hands ol such 
ligures as the Lebensohns, Gordon and Mapu was lollowed by a more overtly 

nationalistic phase. One ol the chid proponents was Peretz Smolenskin 

(± 1840— 1885), a native of Nastirshin (Monastyrschina, Mohilev province, 
now in Russia). A1 ter falling out with the Misnagdim ol Shklov he moved on to 

the I lasidim ol Lubavitch, whom he ended up rejecting even more lorcelully. 
He found his life’s calling in Odessa in the circle of the first 

modern I lebrew newspaper, Ha-Meylits (“The Advocate”) in 
the 1860s. In 1868 he settled in Vienna where he founded the 
journal Ha-Shdkhar (“Dawn”) which became the most im­
portant Jewish nationalist journal in Lurope. Smolenskin was 
a prolific writer himself, but much ol his prose is 

overimpacted by his social, national, and polemic motives. A 
master of Hebrew style, he played an important role in devel­

oping the journal and polemic prose, both of which were to 

plav a major role in the nationalist movement.

\  popu l.ir postcard w ith  

Smolenskin in the center M
en

k
c 

K
a

tz
 

C
o

ll
ec

ti
o

n



Although Hebrew had not been spoken as a vernacular for well over two 

thousand vears, it had never died as a liturgical language, a language of texts that 
are intensivelv studied in the original, and perhaps most importantly, a language 
in which new works are alwavs being written. As we have seen from the nature 

of Ashkenazic trilingualism (see p. 44), the same scholar who might write a work 

on Talmud or Kabbalah in Aramaic would write his correspondence and a Bible 

commentary in Hebrew, and of course, speak only Yiddish all day to family, 
friends and students. I le might also write letters in Yiddish or a book intended 
for the popular audience of men and women. And women would usually write 

entirely in Yiddish. The upshot is that I lebrew was not only alive in many ways, 
but part of a unique Jewish linguistic system.

Prom this trilingualism, Lithuanian pioneers of modern He­

brew culture such as Ginzburg, the Lebensohns, Gordon, Mapu, 

Smolenskin and others were able to mold a dynamic new written lan­
guage. But in a nineteenth century in which nobody spoke Hebrew, 

it took a proverbial ayngeshparter Litvak (“stubborn Litvak”) to start 

actuallv speaking I lebrew, first to his wife and child, and then to more 
and more people. That man, Leyzer Perlman, went on to become 
Lliezer Ben-Yehuda, the reviver of modern spoken Hebrew.

Ben-Yehuda (1858— 1922) was born into a family of 
Lubavitch I lasidim in the village Luzhik (northeast of Vilna prov­

ince), and went on to study in nearby Polotsk and Glubok (all three 
towns are in today’s Belarus — Luzki, Polack and Hlybokaje). In­

spired by the struggle of the Balkan nations, and the various language- 
nationalisms throughout Lurope, he became a determined “linguis­
tic Zionist,” and propagated the idea that Jews needed to revive their 

ancient biblical tongue, Hebrew, as the spoken vernacular. This involved sum­
moning up a massive (self) hate against Yiddish, the actual vernacular of the 
many millions of Lastern Luropean Jews (and of course his own native lan­

guage). He moved to Paris in 1878 and settled in Palestine in 1881, where he 
forced his wife, Deborah Jonas, to speak only I lebrew with him, in spite of the 

stresses thereby caused. Their son Ben-Zion is thought to be the first Hebrew 

speaking child in thousands of years. In 1891 his wife died of stress related ill­
ness, and Ben-Yehuda married her younger sister some six months later.

There are numerous anecdotes about Ben-Yehuda’s “fanaticism,” such 
as the story of the flooding of his home because he had not yet coined a Hebrew 
word for “faucet” and would not yell across that yard for the faucet to be shut off 
in any language but Hebrew. His own linguistic abilities and sense of determi-
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n a tio n  w o re  vast. I Ie c o m p ile d  a m u lt iv o lu m c  1 Icb re w  d ic t io n a ry  and c o in e d  

in n u m e ra b le  te rm s  lo r  m o d e rn  rea lia . B u t m o s t im p o r ta n tly ,  he c rea te d  in  

Je ru sa le m  th e  l i r s t  I Ic b re w  spe ak ing  c o m m u n ity  in  m ille n n ia .

D vo ra  (D e b o ra h ) B a ron  (1 8 8 7 — 1 9 56 ), a na tive  o l l l / c le  (U /.da, 

now  in  B e la ru s ), was th e  l i r s t  m a jo r  w o m a n  w r i t e r  in  m o d e rn  I Ic b re w  

l i te ra tu re .  B o rn  in to  a ra b b in ic  la m ilv  in  18 87 , she began to  p u b lis h  

s h o rt s to rie s  a t an ea rly  age. M a n y  o l h e r best loved  s to rie s  lo cus  on  the  

L ith u a n ia n  s h tc t l,  som e tim es  in  n e a r-p o e tic  tones. She se ttled  in  Pales­

t in e  in  19 11 , and w e n t o n  to  b e com e  a p ro m in e n t  a u th o r  in  Is rae l.

D v o iy i B .no n

V iln .i became .1 ce n te r o l the  K lnnww i  lsi\<>\n 

( l lo v e v e i Is io n , “ I.overs o l / i o n ” ) m o ve m en t 

fro m  its in c e p tio n . A jn o u p  o l its leaders in V iln .i 
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Delegates lio m  all over Lithuania at a

Z io n is t c o n v e n tio n  in Y iln a  in 1900
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H e brew  e du ca to rs  in Y iln a  a ro un d  

the- l im e  o l d ie  I ii si W o rld  W ar

A /.ionisi \o u lh  o rg a n iza tio n  in

K o \n a  ( Kaunas) in 11)()4
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/a lm e n  Shneur (1SS7— I 1) } 1)) was one 

ot i l i t ' m ajor pools and noud is is in his 

tim e , in ho lh  1 lebrew and Y iddish.

On*.' ot his most beloved con tribu tion s  

to Hebrew poo trv  is his poem I ilno 

(Israeli Hebrew h///i</), wh ich appeared 

in ib is art ed ition  (B e ilin  1925) w ith  

the illustra tions of (ierm an-Jew ish artist

H erm ann S truck (1S7B— 1944).

M am  leaders of the State of Israel, 

from  its inception to the present, have 

been I.itvaks.

Chaim  Weizmann (1S74— 1952), first 

president ot the' State of Israel, was a 

native of M dte lo, a shtetl not far from

Shim on Peres (horn  192 5), president 

of Israel from  2007, and previouslv 

p rim e m in is te r and fore ign m in is ter, 

was horn in Yishneve (now Yisnava, 

Belarus), not far from  Yalozhin.

P insk (now  M o ta l,  B e la ru s ).
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The house where 

M endele was born in 

Kapule, M insk province 

(now Kopvl, Belarus), 

in (o r around) 18 36

M endele in the early 

1860s, when he turned 

to  Y iddish

number of years. Then he headed south to Ukraine, where he spent many years 
in Kamenits-Podolsk and other towns. 11 is final home was Odessa, where he 

spent some thirty -six years, and where he died in the year of the Russian Revo­
lution.

By meticulously choosing— and synthesizing— elements from his na­

tive Lithuanian Yiddish and the adopted Ukrainian Yiddish of his later years, 

he was able to forge, almost singlehandedlv, the modern standard Yiddish liter­
ary language, whose essential elements remain firmly in place in the twenty- 
first century.

He had started out as a I lebrew didactic writer in the spirit of the 
Haskalah, concentrating on translations of works on the natural sciences as well 

as pieces of social and literary criticism. There are different versions of the story 

of his turn to Yiddish, the universal vernacular of Last Luropean Jewry. Accord­
ing to one version, he was “leaned on” by the first conscious Yiddishist, the Yid­

dish lexicographer Shiye-Mordechai Lifschitz (1829— 1878), to “do something 
for the masses,” not just for the small male elite that could truly appreciate mod­
ern Hebrew prose. Using the pseudonym “Senderl” (diminutive of “Sender,” 
itself a Yiddish diminutive of “Alexander”), Abramovitch submitted his first Yid­
dish novel to the weekly Yiddish supplement, Kol mevaser (“Voice that brings 

News”), published by the Odessa Hebrew magazine Ha-Meylits (“The Advo­
cate”) in 1864. The editor, himself a major Haskalah figure,

Alexander Tsederboym (Zederbaum) was afraid that readers 

would think he was dabbling in Yiddish fiction, because Senderl 
would be interpreted as the nom de plume of “Alexander” so he 

changed it to Mendele (diminutive of Mendl), and so it came to 
pass that Mendele Moykher Sforim became the beloved and eter­
nal pen name of this first great modern Yiddish writer.

Mendele Moykher Sforim means “Mendele the book­

seller” and this is the persona adopted by Abramovitch in a 
number of works, a wandering Jewish bookseller who travels 

up and down the Pale of Settlement observingjewish life and 

all its charms, complications and absurdities, weaving them 
into stories and novels with profound psychological and social 
insight. The power of Yiddish became an aspect inseparable 
from the art of the tale. Mendele’s Yiddish is remarkably rich, 
drawing on two major dialects (Lithuanian and Ukrainian), and M endt U in l ss4 , alter

also on the rich Slavic element in addition to the older Semitic Sl,tt|im, <i<mn j„ ()(it.Ssa
and Germanic components of the language. Mendele molded
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Frontispiece of a popular edition of Fishke Jer 

krumer ( “Fishke the Lame”), one of M endele’s 

most beloved works, First published in 1869. It is 

a tale o f wandering Jewish beggars and soothsay­

ers, inspired by a beggar, Avreml Jer hfnkeJiker 

( “Avreml the lim per”), who accompanied the 

future w riter on his journey from Lithuania to 

“ rich” Ukraine. Images of Fishke in his horse 

and wagon became a beloved m otif for East 

European Jewish artists.

his Yiddish from the mouths of the shtctl Jews he met throughout his life, 
and refined it into a powerful literary instrument that boldly defied many 

of the stereotypes about Yiddish (for example that it had no vocabulary tor 

nature).

It was the great Ukrainian Yiddish humorist Sholem Aleichem 

(Sholem Rabinovitch, 1859— 1916) who dubbed Mendele the zeyde 

(“grandfather”) of Yiddish literature in the late 1880s, considering him­
self his literary eynikl (“grandchild”). The intermediate position in the 

romantics of Yiddish culture is assumed by the great Polish Yiddish mas­

ter, Y. L. Peretz (1852— 1915). Collectively, the three are 
known as the “triumvirate of modern Yiddish literature” or 

just as di klasiker (“the classicists).” The period of the Yiddish 
classicists ends during the First World War when all three died 
(Peretz in Warsaw in 1915, Sholem Aleichem in New York in 
1916 and Mendele in Odessa in 1917).

Famous photo o f the 

older Mendele

Mendele on his annual vacation to 

Podbrodz (now Pabrade, Lithuania). 

In the 1920s and 1930s, students of 

the Vilna Yiddish Teachers’ 

Seminary would make an annual 

pilgrimage to the site where they 

would debate Mendele’s works as 

part o f the holiday experience.
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Some beloved Lithuanian Yiddish writers. . .

I s.i .k  - M c ir  D ik

I Iere are just a lew ol the Litvaks who went on to become world 

famous Yiddish writers between the middle of the nineteenth and 

the beginning of the twenty-first century.
Isaac-Meir Dik (1814— 1893) was perhaps the first po- 

c pular modern Yiddish writer anywhere. Lor this native (and life­
's long) resident of Vilna it was no contradiction to be dedicated to

C the ideals ol traditional Judaism and the best of the modern
£ world. I le was a classic maskil (hnlightenment advocate) in that

s he sought to use literature to inform, educate and improve the

~ world around him, but unlike many others, he understood

that without a compelling story line, the average reader is 
just not interested, hor today’s tastes, his tales are perhaps 
melodramatic and naive. But his readers loved them. In 

1 8 6 4 , the same year that the great Mendele made his debut in Odessa,
Dik signed a contract with the Romm publishing house in Vilna by which 

he was required to submit a forty-eight page mini-novel each week. And 
he did. Many of these weekly “Isaac-Meir Dik stories” were “read to 
pieces” and have been lost.

Shlevme-Zanvl Rapoport (1863— 1920) with Chaim Zhitlovskv 

(1865— 194 3) in Vitebsk in 1882. The two young men would go on to 

dazzling careers in Yiddish culture. Rapoport, a native of Tshashnik 
(Casniki, northeastern Belarus), who adopted the pseudonym An-ski 
(after his mother, Anna) is best known for his mystical plav, The Djbbuk, 

first performed by the Vilna Troupe in 1920. In addition to his prolif ic 

literary output, he led an invaluable ethnographic expedition through 
the Ukraine in the years just prior to the hirst World War.

A n -s k i ( le ft)  .md / l i i t lo \ s k \  

m i'i 't in n  in V iteb sk  in 1 SS2
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Zhitlovskv, horn in Ushatsh (Usacy) near Vitebsk, went on to become 

the leading theoretician of Yiddishism, the belief that Yiddish language, litera­

ture and culture were absolute necessities to meaningtul Jewish identity and 

cultural survival. 1 Ie settled in the United States in 1908 and made enormous 

contributions as writer, teacher, speaker, theoretician and general sage to the 

pro-Yiddish elements ol world Jewry.

Shleyme Bloomgarden (1872— 1927) was a native ol 

Ver(/h)belov, later called Virbaln (now Virbalis, Lithuania).

Although a major poet, he is best remembered lor his com­

plete translation ol the I lebrew Bible into Yiddish. There had 

been Yiddish Bible translations lor many centuries. In lact, 

two complete translations appeared almost simultaneously in 

Amsterdam in the late seventeenth century. But all the trans- 

■= lations were written in special archaic (or consciously

§ archaizing) forms of older Yiddish. In nineteenth century

Lastern Lurope, eastern versions ol these very warm and 

2 lolksy translations proliferated. But modern Yiddish culture

s felt the need for a literary translation that

would in and ol itself be a work ol art.

Bloomgarden, better known by his pen- 

name Yehoyesh (or Yehoash/ Jehoash), a 

biblical name (see II Kings, chapters 12- 

14), spent much ol his creative lile work­

ing on his Yiddish Bible. He immersed 

himself in ancient I lebrew philology, visited the holy land and 

spared no ellort to seek philological accuracy alongside liter- 

arv sophistication. At the same time he managed to keep a 

certain archaizing tendency which preserved the spirit ol the 

hundreds ol years ol prior Yiddish Bible translations.

Yehovesh’s Yiddish Bible is considered one ol the master­

pieces ol modern Yiddish literature. I Ie also mastered Ara- ŷWm-sh (ShK vim Bloom*

bic and translated classics ol Arabic literature into Yiddish.

I ;rom Lnglish he rendered into flowing Yiddish Longfellow’s 

Hiawatha.

\
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Isidor Llvashev (187 3— 1924), a native of Kovna, is much 

better known by his pen name Bal-Makhshoves (Yiddish pronun­

ciation of the Hebrew for “master of thoughts” or “someone who 

thinks a lot or profoundly”). He was a fine writer himself but his 

main achievement was the creation of serious Yiddish literary criti­

cism. For all his love of Yiddish literature, Bal-Makhshoves held 

this new field to exacting standards, believing that the measuring 

rod of the great Luropean nations should be applied without mercy. 

I Ie had mastered Russian, German and French in addition to hav­

ing a traditional yeshiva background. In fact, he studied at the ex­

perimental yeshiva at Grobin, Gourland, which combined tradi­

tional learning with modern subjects (see the map of Lithuanian 

yeshivas, p. 147). He was moreover equally at home in I Iebrew 

and Yiddish belles lettres. One of his best known essavs is called

Bal-Makhshmvs (Is idor

I'K .isIh -\ )

“Two Languages, One Litera­

ture,” a far cry from the parti­

san Hebraists and Yiddishists 

who betlittled the “other” lan­

guage. In another penetrating 

essay, contrasting the views of 

the Jewish townlet or shtetl in 

the works of different authors, 

he laid the groundwork for a 

central issue in Yiddish literary 

studies, one that has become 

particularly contentious in the 

early twenty-first century.

A popular Bal-

Makhsh6vvs postcard
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X a lm en  S hneur (1 8 8 6 — 19 59 ), a d ire c t descendant o f 

S hn eu r X a lm c n  o f Lva d i, the  fo u n d e r o f C habad, th e  m a jo r  

b ra n c h  of L ith u a n ia n  H a s id is m , was pe rhaps  th e  last g rea t 

m aste r of b o th  Y id d ish  and 1 lebrevy lite ra tu re , and m aybe the  

o n ly  one in  e ith e r language to  be deem ed a ro u g h ly  equal m as­

te r  of b o th  p rose  and p o e try . Som e c r it ic s  c u t i t  in  a m o re  

c o m p le m e n ta ry  way, c o n s id e rin g  his best p o e try  to  be in  H e ­

b re w  and his best p rose in  Y id d is h . H is  c rea tive  w o r ld  em a­

na ted  la rge ly  f ro m  the  Jew ish past o f Shkloy, w h e re  he was 

b o rn ,  and the  in te ra c tio n s  o f th a t w o r ld  w ith  the  new  tw e n t i­

e th  c e n tu ry  of h u ro p e , A m e ric a  and Israe l. H is  l i fe ’ s w a n d e r­

ings to o k  h im  fro m  S hk loy  to  Odessa ( in  1 9 00 ) w h e re  he b e ­

fr ie n d e d  the  g rea t I lebrevy p o e t, C h a im  N a ch m a n  B ia lik ; W arsaw  ( in  1 9 0 2 ); 

V iln a  ( in  1 9 0 4 ), w h e re  his f irs t  m a jo r  w o rk s  w o re  w r it te n ;  S w itze rla n d  (1 9 0 5 ) ; 

Paris (1 9 0 7 ); a “ g rand  to u r  of L u ro p e ”  (u n t i l 19 15 ); B e r lin  (W o r ld  W a r I years); 

Paris (1 9 2  5). H e  escaped th e  Nazis to  N ew -Y ork  in  1940 , and stayed th e re  u n t i l  

1951 , w hen he mov ed to  Israel.

O n e  of h is best kno w  n I leb revy p o e tic  w o rk s  is Vilno (V iln a ; see p. 2 59). 

In  h is la te r p e r io d , Luchot genuzim  ( “ H id d e n  T ab le ts ,”  19 49 ) a ttra c te d  a lo t  of 

c o n tro ve rsy  because of its  c o n flic ts  w ith  t ra d it io n a l b ib lic a l h is to ry .
 ̂ j

A m o n g  his m os t fam ous Y id d ish  novels are Shkloveryidn ( “ Jew s o f Shkloy,”  

V iln a  1 9 2 9 ); l :eter Zhame ( “ U n c le  X h a m a ,”  V iln a  19 50 ); D i meshumedeste ( “ T h e  

W o m a n  w h o  C o n v e rte d ,”  New  Y ork  1 9 4 8 ); Der mamzer ( “ T h e  B as ta rd ,”  Nevy 

Y ork  1 9 5 7 ); Noyakh Pandre (Tel Aviv; 19 56— 19 70 ).

C h a im  G rade  (1 9 1 0 — 1 9 8 2 ) was b o rn  in  V iln a  and 

sp e n t a lo t  o f h is  y o u th  a t te n d in g  L ith u a n ia n  yeshivas ( in  

V iln a , O lk e n ik ,  B v a lis to k  and e lsevyhere). H e  becam e im ­

m ersed in  the  the  muser m o v e m e n t (see pp . 1 5 4 -1 6 1 ). I Ie fo l­

lo w e d  up  w ith  secu la r e d u c a tio n  and by  th e  e a rly  19 50s was 

an u p -a n d -c o m in g  p o e t in  the  Yung Vilne g ro u p  of w r ite rs . H is  

Muscrnikcs, p u b lis h e d  in  19 59, is co n s id e re d  h is  best p rew  ar 

w o rk .  I Ie escaped to  Russia, se ttle d  in  Paris a l te r  th e  vyar, 

and rese ttle d  in  Nevy Y ork  at the  end of th e  1940s. In  h is la te r 

years, he was to  be co m e  th e  u n d is p u te d  L ith u a n ia n  Y id d is h  

m as te r of p rose , ra th e r  tha n  the  p o e try  w h ic h  had f irs t  m ade

C h a im  Orach-
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1 Riteve
2 Krakinove

3 Yaneve
4 Mikhaleshik

5 Kurenits
6  Astrin
7 Vasilcshik
8 Shtutshin
9 Zhaludik 

10 Amdur
Volp 

12 Kamenits

© Dovid Katz 2004
Data from Zalmen Reyzen’s Leksikon fun der nayer yidisher 
literature. 1926-1929), the new Leksikon (1956-1981) &
Berl Kagan's Leksikon (1986).
Compiled by Ildi Kovacs. Chart by Giedre Beconyte



him famous. Still, his prose sparkles with the concise, precise and rhythmic 

qualities of his best poetry. His novels explore the destroyed traditional world 

of Lithuanian Jewry, particularly in the towns around Vilna. They often try to 

grope with the innermost depths of the clashes between that world and those 

influences of the modern outside world that were in constant tension with it. 

Among his beloved postwar works of prose are Der mames shabosim (“Mother’s 

Sabbaths”), 1955; Di agune (“The woman who could not remarry”), 1961; 

and the epic two volume Tsemakh Atlas, also known as The Yeshiva, 1967. One of 

his most remarkable testaments to prewar Vilna is Der shul-hoyf (“The Syna­
gogue Courtyard”), 1958, a collection of powerful stories set in and around the 
great synagogue courtyard of Vilna (see p. 114).

Like Chaim Grade, Avrom Sutzkever was a 

promising young poet in the Yung Vilne group in the 

1930s. Sutzkever, who was born in Smargon in 1913, 

survived the Holocaust in the Vilna Ghetto and with 
the partisans in the forests. After escaping with the 
help of the Red Army to Moscow, he found his way to 

Israel af ter the war. There he gradually acquired the 
status of the world’s leading Yiddish poet. In 1949, he 

founded the Goldene keyt, a literary quarterly that 

quickly became acknowledged as the most prestigious 

Yiddish magazine. It appeared through the mid 1990s. 

His accomplishments played a visible role in the soft­
ening of the negative attitudes toward Yiddish on the 

part of the Israeli intelligentsia (see pp. 271-272).

Avrom  Sutzkever. His 9 0 '1’ 

birthcl.iv w.is c elebr.ited in
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Vilna and Modern Yiddish Literature

In the eighteenth century, Vilna became the undisputed world center of traditional rab­

binic culture. In the nineteenth century, the city was the cradle of modern Hebrew lit­

erature. In the twentieth, it became one of several major international centers in the rise 
of Yiddish literature. The majority of Yiddish writers hailed from the much more popu­
lous south, but as usual, Jewish Lithuania and its spiritual capital, the “Jerusalem of 
Lithuania” played a role out of all proportion to size and population. Much of the infra­
structure, especially high caliber prestigious journals, came from Vilna starting in the 
early years ol the twentieth century.
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Issue no. 1 (1906) of the Folks- 

shtime (“Folk Voice”) which 

combined socialism with Yiddish 

literature. Only fourteen issues 

appeared. It was later revived in 

New York by its most prominent 

>- contributor, Dr. Chaim Zhitlovsky.
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Science” ) wh ich com bined popu lar science w ith  orig inal 

lite rature and an overall sp irit o f  op tim ism  and excitem ent 

about the future. It  appeared in Vilna from  1909 to 1912, 

and attracted con tribu tions from  famous personalities, 

including Dr. Ludw ig Zanaenhof (see p. 221). The first 

page o f this issue features poems bv the great Yiddish poet 

Avrom Revzen (1876— 1953), and a Yiddish version o f a 

poem bv the famous Hebrew poet H. N. B ialik 

(1873— 1934). The journal was founded and edited bv the 

em inent Yiddish ed ito r and fo lk lo ris t A. L itv in  (pen name 

o f  Shnauel H u rv itz , 1862— 1943), a native o f  M insk. 

Litv in  became famous in later vears fo r his six volume 

naasterwork, Ynlishe lies homes ( “ Jewish Souls” ),

New York 1916-1917.
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Issue 5-6 o f the /)/ nave tsuvt ( “ The New 
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Knos/w ( “ Buds” ), .1 lite ra ry  anthology “ com piled 

Bv a group ol voung w rite rs ”  in Vilna in 1911. 

Am ong the contribu tors was the great Yiddish poet 

>■ ol Cirodna, l.evh Naidus (1890— 1918).

I ilncr /iimlbikhcr ( ‘V ilna Anthologies” ), a series launched in 

1916, was edited In the great physician and builder ol 

Yiddish culture, Tsemakh Shabad. Yiddish culture in Vilna 

was raised to new heights In this series, which actively 

helped to characterize needs and inspire the construction 

o l the necessary in frastructure, inc luding sc hools, courses 

and o ther institutions. It is a remarkable docum ent, also, 

about the progress made during  (and just alter) the German 

occupation o l W orld  War I. Shabad’s 1 ilncr /amlhiklwr serve 

to m ark the end o l the formative period o l m odern secular 

Yiddish culture in Vilna and the launch o l a period of high 

sophistication that was to continue unabated throughout 

the in te r war era.

Issue no. 1 ol In *It/hin ( “ In harness” ) which appealed 

in 1926. This journal published some ol the w orld 's 

most famous Yiddish authors.



Memlele w ith  Yiddish

1 • l i ’ 1 i ’ \  f 1 1 \  t 1 1 - i ’ 1 w rite rs in \  ilna in 19
L a u n c h in g  an era: the  fam ous p h o to  of M cndclc* M o v k h c r  S lo r im , the  

“ g ra n d fa th e r”  of Y id d ish  lite ra tu re  ( in  the  ce n te r of the  p h o to ) on a v is it to  V iln a  

in  1909 w ith  som e of th e  yo u n g  Y id d is h  w r ite rs  w ho lived  in  the  city. A m o n g  

th e m  arc': (b o tto m  r ig h t)  a n t i-m o d e rn is t  p o e t D o v id  L in h o rn  w h o  was h o rn  in  

K d re litsh  (n o w  K a re lic i, B e larus) in  1886 and dic'd in  N e w  York in  197 5; (m id d le  

row  fa r r ig h t)  the  Y id d ish  e d u ca to r ba lk  I Ia lp c r in ; (m id d le  row  la r le ft)  the  great 

Y id d is h  sch o la r and Y ivo  le ad e r X e lig  K a lm a n o v its h  (h o rn  in  ( io ld in g e n ,

C 'ou rlan d , now K iilc liga , La tv ia , 1885 ; pe rishe d  in  the  I Io lo ca u s t, 19 4 4 ); (hack  

row , gen tlem an  w ith  the  b lack  beard) Yankl X ru b o v l (X e ru ba ve l), the  I^ahor Z io ­

n is t leader and Y id d ish  e d ito r  and la te r cam p a ig ne r lo r  the  rig h ts  of Y id d ish  c u l­

tu re  in  Israel (1 8 8 6 — 1967).

W hat is m ost sensational abou t the  p h o to , however, is the  presence o f the  

Hebreww o m a n  w r ite r  D vo ra  B aron (seep. 2 }6 ) ,  and he r absence fro m  a separate 

p h o to  M e n d e le  to o k  w ith  Y iln a ’s I leb rew  Y id d ish  w r ite rs .
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M r n d r l r  w i t l i  I I c Imvw

\\ r i lc i  '' in V iln a  in

It was later revealed that the I Iehrew writers did not I eel eomlortahle 
being photographed with a woman writer. Dvora Baron was warmly welcomed 

bv the Yiddishists however, and was photographed with writers from the 

“other language” at a time when the I Iehrew-Yiddish controversy was raging. 
The sexual politics ol these photographs and the period have been masterfully 

researched by Naomi Seidman (see bibliography at the end ol this volume). 
Mendele, a master and founder of both literatures, was naturally claimed bv 
both camps as their guru figure.

The leading Yiddish poet of 1920s Vilna was Mevshe (Movshe, Moshe) 
Kulbak (1896— 1940). A native of Smargon who had spent some years in Ber­
lin, he was one of the young Yiddish masters who settled in 

Vilna at the end of the hirst World War. A beloved teacher 
and lecturer, he wrote “mystical poetic prose” (works such 

as Meshiekh ben FJrayim, “Messiah son of hphraim”) and the 

master poems Vilne (‘Vilna”) and Rajsn (“Ravsn” [hastern 
Lithuania /  Belorussia)). In 1928 he moved across the bor­
der and settled in Minsk, attracted by Soviet Yiddish litera­

ture of the time. I le became one of the star young poets in the 
Minsk circle of Ixzy Kharik, wrote a major novel, and enjoyed 
wide acclaim. It came crashing down with his arrest in 19 37, 

along with the other great Yiddish writers in the Belorussian 

Republic. I le was executed in 19 37.

M r \s l ic  k u l lu k



I he \'oune Avrom Sut/kever

C in \  iIna. Sutzkever, horn in

Jji Sm.ireon in 1L) 1C is

s considered lo  he- .1 m .ijor

■2
Yiddish noel ol die Liter 

-L 1

^  tw entie th  eenturv

Som e m e m b ers  ot )n /u/m /i/, 

the  Youngest Y idd ish  

w r i te rs ' e ro u j)  in  \  iIna

Some of the members of Yung br/ne, the young Yiddish writers’ and artists’ 

union, founded in 1929. The group flourished until the Soviet occupation of 1940. 

Those of its members w ho surviv ed the Holocaust w ent on to become leading Yid­
dish authors of the second half of the twentieth century (Chaim Grade, Shmerke 

Katsherginski, Avrom Sut/.kever, Wolf Younin, Peretz Miransky, and others). 
Yungvald, the union ol th e  youngest Yiddish writers in

Vilna. Hirsh Glik (1922— 1944), at center bottom of this fa­
mous picture, was a native of the poor Shmpeshok suburbs, 
and became a beloved Yiddish poet. His poem Zog n it keynmol 

az du geyst deni letstn veg (“Never say you are walking the last 
road”) was set to music and became the official hymn of the 

partisans lighting the Nazis in the forests around Vilna. Hirsh 

Glik himself perished in the I lolocaust, in 1944, at the age 
ol twentv-two. His Zog n it keynmol continues to be sung at 

Yiddish culture gatherings around the world.
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Y idd ish  |)oc'ls S h m c rk r k .its lu T jh n s k i ( I r l t )  

,m<l \ \m m  S u t /k c w r  in d i r  \  iln .i g he tto . 

B o d i sm \ i \ r d  d i r  w .ir. K . i ld in  ^ in sk i 

p r i ’is l ird  in ,1 p l. in r  i i . id i in X r^ r iu in . i in 

l O d  S u t /k ru T  c r l r h i ' . i t r d  his 00" 

h ird id .n  in I r l  \ \  i\ in 2 0 ( )v

T h e  c re a tio n  o i a ne w  l i te ra tu re  e n ta ils  m o re  th a n  th e  sum  to ta l o f the  

n u m b e r  o l w r ite rs .  I t  has to  e x is t as an idea in  the  p u b lic  d o m a in . S trange as it  

m av sou nd  a c e n tu ry  la te r, the' idea o l “ m o d e rn  Y id d is h  l i te r a tu r e ”  sounded  

q u ite  r id ic u lo u s  to  m any in  the  early tw e n tie th  cen tu ry , som etim es e\ en to  those 

w h o  w ere  g iy in g  th e ir  l i\e s  to  b u ild  it .  I t  fe ll to  one' o l th e  g re a t scho la rs  o l in -  

te rw  a r V iln a , X a lm e n  R c v /c n  (1 8 8 7 — ±  1 9 4 0 ), to  c o n s tru c t  th is  m oe le rn  l i t ­

e ra tu re  in  one  fe ll sw o op  (a lb e it one' th a t to o k  m any years of m e tic u lo u s  harel 

w o rk ,  th e  kinel o l p ro je c t  usu a lly  ca rriee l o u t by w e ll-e ne low e e l in s t i tu t io n s  

ra th e r  th a n  a s in g le  in e li\ ie lua l). Rey/.en, a n a t i\e  o l K oye lenov  (no w  

D z ia r/.y n s k , B e la ru s ) was one' o l th e  fa m o u s  “ R e v /e n s  (o r  R e is in s ) o l
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K ovd en ov .”  1I is b ro th e r  was th e  g rea t Y id d is h  p o e t A v ro m  Rey/.en (see p. 2 6 4 ) 

and his s is te r was th e  Y id d is h  p o e t Sarah R e y /e n  (see p. 2 7 0 ) .  X a lm e n  Rey/.en 

was p r im a r i ly  a Y id d is h  p h ilo lo g is t  and l i te r a r y  h is to r ia n  w h o  se ttle d  in  V iln a  

a lte r  the  h irs t  W o r ld  W ar, and was one o l the  p r im e  b u ild e rs  o f the  Y ivo . R ey /en

was a rre s te d  by  th e  Soviets a lte r  th e y  o c c u p ie d  

V iln a  in  S ep tem be r 19 59, taken  eastw ard  and e x ­

ecu ted  on  a date s t ill u n k n o w n .

R ey/.en ’ s m o s t e te rn a l c o n t r ib u t io n  is h is 

massive lo u r  vo lu m e  ency c lo pe d ia  o l Y id d ish  w r i t ­

ers, w h ic h  appeared  in  V iln a  b e tw e e n  19 26  and 

1929 . T h e  m o s t passionate  s u p p o rte rs  o l Y id d is h  

d id  n o t d re am  th a t the  w r i t in g  in  th is  language had 

reached such p ro p o r t io n s . T h e  lo u r  vo lum es  c o n ­

ta in  th e  b io g ra p h ie s  and b ib lio g ra p h ie s  o l n e a rly  

tw o  th o u s a n d  w r ite rs .  A ll su b seq uen t w o rk s  are 

n e a rly  w h o lly  d e p e n d e n t on  R cvze n ’s lo r  th e  p e ­

r io d  up  to  the  late 1920s. Its  fo rm a l t it le  is Leksikon 

fun  deryi'disher Iiteratur, prese un filo loyye  ( “ h n c v c lo -  

p e d ia  o l Y id d is h  L ite ra tu re ,  Press and  P h i lo l ­

o g y ” ). I t  q u ic k ly  and p e rm a n e n t ly  becam e 

k n o w n , s im p ly , as “ Reyzen’s Leksikon ”  ( o r  ju s t  

p la in  “ R ev/.en” ). By g iv in g  Y id d is h  li te ra tu re  th is  

sensa tiona l “ s ta te m e n t,”  V iln a  becam e “ th e  sym ­

b o lic  c a p ita l o l Y id d is h .”
/ .. ilm m  Rev/on, m .is irr Yiddish lite r.irv  

histori.m , philo log ist and ('d ito r

T h r lamous covrr ol Rev/tMi’s A p.iiV of R rv /rn 's  /

I siphon
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Writers of the Labor Movement

From the late nineteenth century onward, the Jewish labor movement served as 

a powerful impetus for the development and popularization of Yiddish literature. 
For one thing, virtually all Jewish workers, men and women alike, could read 
Yiddish. Mastery of literary Hebrew was the privilege of a small elite. For an­
other, the universality of Yiddish fit the conceptual mode of the “people’s lan­
guage” both ideologically and in a more spiritual and philosophical sense of “the 
language of the people” or “spirit of the folk.” Moreover, the Jewish labor move­

ment in most of its incarnations foresaw the improvement of conditions in the 
places where Jews lived, unlike the Zionists who dreamt of building a new home­

land in Turkish (later British) ruled Palestine. That meant developing “local” 

Furopean Jewish culture, and that meant Yiddish.
Beyond the general impetus, the labor movement saw in Yiddish culture a 

powerful tool to spread its message among the masses. Haskalah advocates a gen­
eration and two earlier had seen the need to use Yiddish to spread their own 
message. But that was a reluctant concession, and now, the notion of the value of 
Yiddish in and of itself could become a fullhearted and ebullient enterprise. That 

meant, of course, a lot of propagandist^ writing and publishing. But, again fol­

lowing the pattern of what had happened earlier in the context of modernizing 

movements, some writers were just too talented to remain “party line rhyme­

sters” (or storytellers). Labor literature began to evolve as a serious art genre in 
the hands of gifted writers. Initially, nearly all were poets.

A group of mostly Lithuanian Jewish labor poets attained huge popularity 
both in Lastern Lurope and in the emigration centers in Lngland and North America. 
They are sometimes known as the “sweatshop poets” because they championed 
the poor, immigrant (not only Jewish) workers who were being mercilessly ex­
ploited by profit-hungry bosses in the sweatshops of London and New York and 

other places which attracted many Last Luropean Jewish immigrants.
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M o r r is  W in c h e v s k y  (1 8 5 6 — 19 32) was th e  pen  nam e o l 

B en -T s iye n  N o v a k h o v its h , a n a tiv e  o f Yaneve (n o w  Jonava , 

L ith u a n ia ) .  A l te r  m o v in g  to  L o n d o n , he becam e f r ie n d ly  w ith  

I Ie n rv  M . I Iv n d m a n , a fo u n d e r  o f B r it is h  S oc ia lism  best k n o w n  

lo r  h is  England fo r  A ll (1 8 8 1 ) .  W in c h e v s k y  w o rk e d  h a rd  as an 

e d ito r  and tra n s la to r  b o th  in  L o n d o n , and th e n  N e w  Y ork , w h e re  

he m ove d  in  1 8 94 . H e  becam e bes t lo ved  fo r  h is  o w n  p o e try . 

Som e poem s w ere set to  m us ic  and w ere w id e ly  sung. O n e  o f the  

best kn o w  n is “ T h re e  S is te rs ”  a b o u t th re e  im p o v e r is h e d  sis ters 

o n  L o n d o n ’s L e ice s te r S quare , one  w ho  sells flo w e rs , one  shoe ­

laces and one  —  he rse lf.

M orris  \ \  inc lu ‘\ skv
259

M o r r is  R o sen le ld  (1 8 6 2 — 192 3) was b o rn  in  a h a m le t 

Baksha, n o t fa r f ro m  Suvalk (no w r S u w a lk i, P o lan d ), and a fte r  a 

stay in  W arsaw, the  fa m ily  m oved to  Suvalk. L ie  to o  e m ig ra te d  to  

L o n d o n , and th e n  on  to  N ew r Y ork. H is  vast o u tp u t  va ried  a lo t  in  

qua lity , b u t h is ro le  in  g e ttin g  Y id d is h  p o e try  up  and ru n n in g  was 

w id e lv  acknow  ledged by those w ho  surpassed h im . A m o n g  his 

m o s t be loved  poem s is M aynyingele  ( “ M y  l i t t le  b o y ” ), a b o u t a 

sw eatshop fa th e r w h o  a lm o s t never sees his son in  th e  w a k in g  

hours.

D o v id  L y d ls h ta t (1 8 6 6 — 18 9 2 ) w as b o rn  deep in  

Russia in to  a Russian speak ing  e n v iro n m e n t,  b u t  cam e to  

love Y id d is h  as a b o y  as a re s u lt  o f h is  L ith u a n ia n  Jew ish 

teacher. A f te r  som e years  in  Kiev, he m oved  to  th e  U n ite d  

States in  th e  e a rly  1 88 0s , and w as ac tive  in  th e  a n a rc h is t 

m o v e m e n t, e d it in g  its  w e ll- k n o w n  w eek ly , Fraye arbeter 

shtime ( “ h ree  W o rk e rs ’ V o ic e ” ). H e  d ie d  a t th e  age o f 

tw e n ty -s ix  o f tu b e rc u lo s is  and becam e a lm o s t a c u lt  f ig ­

u re  fo r  th e  Jew ish  la b o r  m o v e m e n t.

M orris  Rosonfdd

Dovid i: \d ls l iu t

Z
h

it
lo

v
sk

v
 

F
o

u
n

d
a

ti
o

n



A b ra h a m  (A b e ) C ahan was b o rn  in  Pabrezye (n o w  Paberze), nea r V iln a  

in  18 60 . As a y o u n g  re v o lu t io n a ry  in  V iln a , he gave th e  p u rs u in g  cza ris t p o lic e  

th e  s lip  and tu rn e d  up  in  N e w  Y ork  in  1882 . H e  m aste red  P ng lish  q u ic k ly  w h ile  

w o rk in g  in  a c ig a r fa c to ry , and  soon  w e n t o n  to  le c tu re  and  w r i te  in  th e  la n ­

guage. In  1917  he even p u b lis h e d  an P n g lish  no ve l o f n o te  ( The Rise o f  David  

Levin sky).

C ahan ne ve rthe less  tu rn e d  to  Y id d is h  fo r  h is  l i f e ’ s p ro je c t .  In  1897  he 

c o fo u n d e d  the  Forverts, o r  Jew ish D a ily  P o rw a rd , h is to r y ’s m o s t successful Y id ­

d ish  new spaper. A t  its  peak  a ro u n d  W o r ld  W a r I, i t  had a b o u t tw o  h u n d re d  

th o u sa n d  readers. As th e  va rious  le f t is t  m o ve m e n ts  u n d e rw e n t d if fe re n t ia t io n  

o v e r th e  years, based m o s tly  o n  a tt itu d e s  to w a rd  th e  R ussian R e v o lu t io n  and 

S ovie t c o m m u n is m , C ahan becam e a s taunch  a n t i-c o m m u n is t  and advocate o f 

pe ace fu l d e m o c ra tic  soc ia lism  and u n io n is m , p la c in g  his p o w e rfu l ne w sp ape r 

in  th e  m a in s tre a m  o f th e  im m ig ra n t  c o m m u n ity .

T h e  Y id d is h  in te llig e n ts ia  o f te n  lo o k e d  d o w n  at C a h a n ’s p re fe re n c e  fo r  

p o p u la r  mass c u ltu re , h is des ire  to  in te g ra te  th e  im m ig ra n ts  in to  A m e ric a n  life  

and h is  co n s e q u e n t use o f a w a te re d -d o w n  A m e r ic a n iz e d  Y id d is h . N e v e rth e ­

less h is  l i te r a r y  pages h e lp e d  m ake  th e  careers  o f a n u m b e r  o f g re a t w r i te rs ,  

in c lu d in g  S ho lem  Ash (1 8 8 0 — 1 9 5 7 ), Israe l Joshua S inger (1 8 9 5 — 19 44 ), and 

h is  b ro th e r  Isaac Bashevis S in ge r (1 9 0 4 — 1 9 9 1 ), th e  o n ly  Y id d is h  a u th o r  to  

w in  th e  N o b e l P rize  fo r  l i te ra tu re  ( in  1 9 7 8 , w h e n  he p ic k e d  u p  th e  p r iz e  in  

S to c k h o lm  a c c o m p a n ie d  b y  b e a m in g  Forward e d ito rs ) .

Cahan m a in ta in e d  an iro n  g r ip  o n  the  pa pe r d u r in g  his 

. H e  d ie d  a m o n th  a f te r  h is  n in e ty - f ir s t  b ir th d a y  in

1951.

W ith  th e  d e c lin e  o f s o c ia lis m  as a m a in s tre a m  fo rc e  

in  m a n y  w e s te rn  c o u n tr ie s , its  Y id d is h  press and l i te ra tu re  

also faded. B u t the  Forward, u n lik e  o th e r  Y id d is h  new spapers 

w i th  a p r iv a te  o w n e r, had been  r u n  as a c o lle c t iv e  ( th e  P o r­

w a rd  A s s o c ia t io n ) , w i th  p ro f i ts  f r o m  “ th e  g o o d  yea rs ”  d u ly  

re inves ted , leaving an e n d o w m e n t w h ic h  is n o w  used to  p u b ­

lish  th e  Forverts as a ge ne ra l in te re s t w e e k ly  Y id d is h  ne w sp a ­

per. T o w a rd  th e  end  o f th e  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu ry , th e  P o rw a rd  

A ssoc ia tio n  la un ched  separate P ng lish  and Russian w eek lies .

In  a sense th e n , A be  C a ha n ’s legacy le f t  th e  tw e n ty - f ir s t  c e n ­

tu r y  w i th  th re e  Jew ish  w e e k lie s . In  th re e  languages.

Abe C.ih.in, m ighty 

ed ito r of the Jewish Daily

/  ('Ml ( / / ( /
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In America
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America had caught bits and pieces of the Hast European Jewish imagination from 

the early nineteenth century onward. Histories of the new land were among the 

earliest didactic books reworked into Hebrew or Yiddish. One of them was pub­

lished in Yiddish in 1824 by the pioneering Hebrew writer, Mordechai-Aaron

Ginzburg of Salant (1795— 1846, see p. 
233). Literary historians think that this, his 
only publication in Yiddish, was undertaken 

to recoup the losses incurred from the He­
brew edition, which appeared in Vilna a year 
earlier. Stories of Kolumbus’s mediae 

(“Columbus’s Land”) were verily 

bestsellers. The most popular name for the 

United States came to be di goldene mediae 

(“the golden land”).
Some decades later, imagination 

turned into reality for millions of East Euro­
pean Jews, from the Pale of Settlement area 
of the Russian Empire (which included all 

of Lita; see map p. 300), as well as Galicia 
(in the Austro-Hungarian or Habsburg 

Empire).
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Mordechai Aaron Ginzburg’s 

Yiddish version of Ih e  Discovery 

of America (Vilna 1824)
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B etw een 1881 , the  year o f the  f irs t  po g ro m s in  the  Russian L m p ire  ( in  the  

wake o l the  assassination o f czar A le xan de r I I ) ,  and 1914 (the  year the  h irs t W o rld  

W a r b ro k e  o u t) ,  n e a rly  tw o  and a ha lf m il l io n  hast h u ro p e a n  Jews e m ig ra te d  to  

A m e ric a . I t  is scarce ly a su rp rise  th a t N e w  Y ork  C ity, w h e re  th e  Jew ish p o p u la ­

t io n  s tood  at ju s t ov e r tw o  m il l io n  in  19 37, becam e the  w o r ld  c e n te r o f Y id d is h  

lite ra tu re  fo r  som e decades.

Actua lly , i t  was one p a r tic u la r  n e ig h b o rh o o d  in  N e w  Y ork , the  L o w e r hast 

S ide, th a t becam e th e  in te rn a tio n a l c e n te r o f Y id d is h  be lles le ttre s . To env isage 

the  process, th in k  o f new com ers, ju s t o ff the  boat, m ost o f w h o m  ha iled  fro m  th is  

o r  th a t b u c o lic  sh te tl w  ith  its  specia l ch a ra c te ris tics  (see pp . 1 9 0 -1 9 5 ), a rriv  in g  

in  one o f the  w o r ld ’s m ost densely p o p u la te d  m e tro p o ­

lises. T h e  sheer c o n tra s t o f c iv iliz a tio n s  was aw esom e,

and fo r  those w h o  to o k  to  the  pen, the  d ra m a tic  d ispa r- i in lower last side of \\w  York ciu

ity  itse lf o f te n  becam e a m a jo r  the m e . t u 4
J f Ore h a m  S treet (c o r iu 'r  o f R iv in e to n ),

earlv 2O'1’ c e n tu rv
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As in many other branches of Jewish culture, Litvaks played a part dispro­

portionate to their percentage of the immigrant population. In many cases, they 
were the editors, educators and builders of the infrastructure of modern Yiddish 
literature in the United States and Canada. The story of the most powerful Yid­

dish editor of all time, Abe Cahan (see p. 260), can be seen as one of passage from 

editing a “socialist movement organ” to one that concentrates on serving a wider, 
general readership and giving it the best of the modern literature created in its 

own language. Another example is editor, scholar and educator Kalmen Marmor 
(187 6— 1956) who became head of the Jewish Workers’ University in New York 
in 1956, where he educated a whole generation of young immigrant Yiddish 

writers, manv of whom were to become Yiddish teachers (thanks to Marmor) to 
earn a living. Marmor was a native of Meyshegole (now Maisagala, Lithuania).

The old Last Luropean northern (Litvak) vs. southern (non-Litvak) di­

vide, so powerful in dialect, culture and folklore, was somewhat lightheartedly 
reformulated in America as the “Litvak vs. Galitsyaner” divide. In some popular 
Litvak usage, all non-Litvaks were 

folkloristically lumped together as 
“Galitsyaner” (hailing from Galicia 
in the Austro-Hungarian Lmpire), 
even if they came from Congress Po­
land, Ukraine, Hungary or other 
southern, non-Lithuanian, regions.

Accurate or inaccurate, folklore 
works its way into popular culture, 
and this was to be no exception. In 

America, these distinctions became 
somewhat vaudevillixed.

Popular music on the 

“ Litvak. vs. Cialitsvaner”  

theme
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2 6 4
Flvokem  Tsunzer in 

1895 (In photographer 

A. Smith of 42-44 Canal 

S treet)

Turning from popular to high literary Yiddish culture, writers from 

Lita have been prominent in American Yiddish literature from its incep­

tion to this day. Lor most of them, their native land remained a central 

motif throughout their creative lives.
One of the first was Llyokem Tsunzer (Lliakum Xunser). Born in 

Vilna in 18 36, he came to be known as one of the greatest badkhonim (wed­
ding jesters, spontaneous rhymesters) of Lithuania. After he came under 

the influence of thcMuser movement (see. pp. 1 54- 161), his work grew 
more serious and literary, and less occasion-oriented. After losing his 

seven children and his w ife in the cholera epidemic of the early 1870s, his 
w riting was again jolted to more serious themes of human existence. In 

1889 he emigrated to Newr York where he lived until his death in 191 3. In 

Newr York he became a beloved personality on New York’s Low er Last 

Side. Immigrants would flock to him to write verse on this or that occa­
sion. His more serious work blossomed as w ell.

Avrom Reyzen (Abraham Reisin) was one of America’s lead­
ing Yiddish poets and short story writers. He was born in 1876 in 
Koydenov (now Dziarzynsk, Belarus), and became the most famous 

of one of the “first families of Yiddish culture” — the Rey/ens of 
Koydenov. His brother was the great Yiddish philologist and literary 
historian Zalmen Reyzen (Raizin, see pp. 256-257), and his sister 

was the fine poet Sora (Sarah) Reyzen (see p. 270). Their father, 

Kalmen, wrote verse in Hebrew and Yiddish. Avrom Reyzen settled 

in New York in 1914 where his huge output served to “slow ly but 

surely” lift popular Yiddish verse and shorter fiction to the level of 
true art. He died in New York in 1953.

Axiom Rexzen
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11. Peivick (Lewik) was the pen name ol Lewik I Ialpern. Born in Ihumen 
(now Cerven, Belarus) in 1886, Lewik as a youth devoted himsell to poetry as a 

means t() bring about a better w< )rlc 1.11 is rev< )luti< mar v activities as a member of the 
Jewish Ixibor Bund got him arrested bv czarist authorities. 1 Iis second arrest in 

1906 resulted in detention, a sentence ol hard labor and lifelong banishment to Si­

beria. 1 le escaped in 19 15 and made his wav to America where he earned a living 

as a wallpaper hanger. 1 le became one ol the most profound Yiddish poets ever, 

with the theme of human suffering frequently paramount. The content and frame­
work of ten came from the imaginary world ol ancient and medieval Jewish sources.

The universalist poetic conception ol suffering, never far from his own years in czar- 

ist prisons, is at once transcendent ol that experience, enabling it to become the 
poet’s kev to his vision ol the sullering inherent in human spiritual history. In addi­
tion to his poems, he is well known lor his poetic dramas, particularly The Golem 

(Deryovlem, 192 1), based on the famous legend that the Maharal of Prague (Yehude- 

Levb ben Betsalel, ± 1 525— 1609) created a human-made being, ayolem (some­

times called a “homunculus”) to come to the rescue of Prague’s Jewry.

Alexander Pomerant/. (1901 — 1965) was one ol the “youngpoets ol 
Cirodna” in the late teens ol the tw entieth century. The group centered around 
the inspirational figure ol Levb Naidus, whose Yiddish verse touched cords ol 

love ol nature and lyrical sensuality that w ere highly innovative lor Yiddish 
poetry at the time. Naidus’s death in 1918, at the age ol tw enty-eight, brought 

an end to the circle. Pomeranty. left lor America in 1920.1 Iis own poetry boldly 

synthesized imagery from the Talmud and Kabbalah (he had been a student at 
the great veshiva ol Mir) with revolutionary moods inspired bv leftist circles. 

In America he w as among the founders of the let twing poet’s group Proletpen 

in the 1920s. I le inspired a circle ol talented young poets in New York and 
published their work in his Yuriy kuznye (“Young borge”) magazine. In 1925, 
he teamed up with visiting Russian poet Vladimir Mayakovsky to produce the 

trilingual Spartak, w hich became a rarilied turning point in modern Yiddish 
w riting in America. In the 19 50s, he spent a tew years in Kiev writing a disser­

tation on the American Yiddish poetry he had helped create. In the 1950s, 

when the truth came out about the Stalin regime’s murder ol the great Soviet 

Yiddish writers, he was among the first to come out w ith the truth, publicly 

breaking ranks with the left. In other words, the same personality who helped 
create far-left American Yiddish poetry in the 1920s, led it aw ay from its false 
(Soviet) political gods three decades later. I Iis last major work, a scrupulously 

researched book about the murdered w riters, appeared in 1962.
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2(5(5

Yosl Grinshpan was horn in Kletsk in 1902.11 is po­
etry was often considered the best of the young poets in 

New York in the late 1920s and early 19 30s. What seemed 

like a meteoric career was cut short by his death, at the age 
of thirty-two, of illness related to the hunger and 

•5 homelessness suffered during the Great Depression in the
? United States. A collection of his work appeared in 19 37.
s

j, Avrom-Moyshe Dillon, who was born in Zhetl (now
|  Dziatlava, Belarus) in 188 3, emigrated to America in 1904. 

He became known as the “poet of sadness” who was able to 

elevate pessimistic moods to heights of lyrical beauty. He was 

a bachelor poet who wrote love poems to real and imagined 
lovers. His best known book was his 1919 Gele bleter (“Yel­

low Leaves”), which was published in 1919 in calligraphic script. 
Its persona is a wondrous poet carrying yellow leaves in a beggar’s 
sack, frightening everyone around him. He died in New York in 

19 34, in the midst of the severe poverty of the Depression.

Chaim Grade (1910— 1982) is considered, along with 

Nobel Prize winner Isaac Bashevis Singer (1904— 1991), to be 

one of the two greatest prose writers of post-Holocaust Yiddish lit­
erature. Grade, born into a poor family in Vilna, studied in a num­
ber of yeshivas in the Vilna area and for a time was engrossed in the 

Muser movement (see pp. 1 54-161). In the 19 30s he emerged as 
one of the most talented poets in the Yung Vilne group. There were 
few among the secular Yiddish writers who were as steeped as he 

in the depths of the yeshiva world. He escaped to Russia during the 
Holocaust, and af ter some years in Paris af ter the war, settled in 

New York in the late 1940s. It was in his later period, in New York, 

that the former young poet emerged as the superb prose writer. 
Among his masterpieces are Der Shul-hejf (1958), a collection of 

novellas set in the Great Vilna Synagogue Courtyard (see p. 1 14), 
and Tsemakh Atlas, a two volume epic set in yeshivas and towns of 

the inter war Vilna area (New York, 1967-1968). Chaim Grade is 

considered to be one of the greatest Yiddish writers of all time.
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Chaim Oracle

M
e

n
k

e
 

K
a

tz
 

C
o

ll
ec

ti
o

n



Fewer R.m on a

\ is it to O xfo rd

U n ive rs ity

Leyzer Ran (1912— 1995), a native of Vilna, was a student at the Yivo 
(Yiddish Scientific Institute) and a contributor to many Yiddish publications. He 
relocated to Moscow to study in 1936, and soon fell victim to the purges. He was 
sent to Soviet labor camps where he spent the war years. Af terwards he migrated 

to Havana, Cuba, and eventually to New York City where he became “Mr. Vilna,” 
dedicating his life to the preservation of the memory of the city he called “the 

capital of Yiddish.” Though he penned numerous studies, and worked on vari­

ous archives, he will forever be remembered best for his masterpiecc,Jerusalem o f  

Lithuania. The work comprises two huge folio volumes of photos of prewar Vilna 
with text in four languages (Yiddish, English, Hebrew and Russian), with a num­
ber of learned introductions. The third, smaller volume contains the indexes and 
keys. In his Jerusalem o f  L ithuania  (New York, 1974), Leyzer Ran not only created 

a visual and multilingual monument to a Yiddish civilization that was destroyed 

in the Holocaust; he established, perhaps for one occasion only, the genre of the 
photo collection book as literary masterwork.

2(57

Menke Katz, who emigrated to America as a boy of fourteen in 1920, was 
the only Yiddish poet to become a major poet in English as well. He wrote eigh­
teen books of verse in his lifetime, nine in Yiddish, and nine in English. His first 
book, Drayshvester (“Three Sisters”), which appeared in 19 32, was an erotic and 
mystical drama in four acts. His famous Brenendik shtetl (“Burning Village”) ap­
peared in 19 38. It is a two-volume epic fo­

cused on his Lithuanian villages,

Michaleshik (now Mikhalishki, Belarus) 
and Svintsyan (now Svencionys,

Lithuania), during World War I. After it 
was attacked by the lef tist literary establish­
ment for its love of the Lithuanian Jewish 
shtetl, and its failure to support “socialist 
ideals” the author responded with his most 
intriguing work, S ’hot dos vort mayn Bobe 

Moyne (“Grandmother Mona takes the 

hloor”), in which his Lithuanian grand­
mother rises from her grave in the poet’s 

dreams and answers the critics in her own voice. Much of Menke Katz’s Lnglish 
work was also focused on his Lithuanian villages, which became well known in 
American poetry circles. In 1978 he moved to a forest house upstate New York to 
be in an environment reminiscent of his Lithuanian childhood.

forest house
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Litvak women poets

2(38 Modern Hebrew literature and Yiddish fiction were largely male dominated en­

terprises. Yiddish poetry became the first major “breakthrough” area of literary 
creativity for young women writers from the former Pale of Settlement who relo­

cated abroad, mostly to North America. Many of the women who built Yiddish 

poetry in the west were Litvaks. The appropriate study and translation of their 
work — and that of Yiddish women poets generally —  remains a key 
desideratum of Yiddish literary studies in our time.

Zelde Knizhnik

Viazn, 1869 —  New York

Anna Rapport

Kovna, 1876 —  New York

Berta Kling

Navaredok 1884 —  New  York



Avd.i ( Id a ) T iles 

I )e n ile v itsh  ISSS —  Los 

Aneeles 1 c> S 5

Rivke Ci.ilin

l.eklievitsh 1890 —  New York

1CH5

Irevd l ( Ire vd l Sosonkin Is li.irn i) 

Ilium en 1894 —  M enton,

Lr.ince 19 38 2(5<)

An.i B lokli

M il' 1901 —  Joh.mnesliure

Like B u rs litin

Sokole 1901 —  New York 1940

Roz.i Ciutmnn (-Y.isni) 

K o m i .i  190 3 —  New York



270

Evde (Zhukofskv) Maze 

Ugle (near Kapule) 1893 —  

Montreal 1962

Shifre Vays (Shifra Weiss)

Kelem 1899 —  Los Angeles 1955

IMAGES: EZRA KORMAN’S 
ANTHOLOGY YID ISHE  
DIKHTERINS (CHICAGO 1928)

Sarah Revzen (Reisin) 

Koydenov 1885 —  New York 

1974



In Israel

For many decades, the attitude toward Yiddish in Israel was harshly negative. 
The government, press and various groups of intellectuals (including writers 

and scholars) and the educated (including teachers and professionals) disdained 

the “hated jargon of the Diaspora” and feared its survival would endanger the 

stabilization of the artificially revived modern Hebrew which is the language 

of the state. Yiddish language and culture became the objects of a smear cam­

paign asserting that they do not represent “serious” culture but at best a vaude­
ville tradition usable for jokes and hilarious ditties. It was asserted moreover 
that Yiddish itself “stands for” diaspora and humiliation, while Hebrew repre­
sents the proud new settler in the ancestral homeland.

In this environment it was not easy for serious Yiddish culture to flour­

ish. On top of all the “attitudes” came a government sponsored campaign of 

harassment. Various laws were invoked to make it impossible for a Yiddish daily 
to appear. In the most famous instance this was thwarted by master editor 
Mordechai Tsanin (1906— 2009), a Polish Jew who “divided” his newspaper 

using dif ferent names on dif ferent days of the week. For decades, Yiddish writ­
ers’ meetings, and kiosks selling Yiddish periodicals were even firebombed, 

and writers beaten up. Such was the hate of Yiddish.
In spite of this harshly negative environment, a small band of talented 

Yiddish writers flourished, all of them fiercely loyal to Israel, to the idea of the 

Jewish homeland and its secure future, in spite of their dissenting views on the 

question of rights for Yiddish. They can be divided into two groups, histori­

cally speaking. There were prominent Litvaks in each of them. The best known 
“three Litvaks” among Israel’s Yiddish cultural leaders are sometimes referred 
to asdi dray Avromen (“the three Abrahams”).

The first group comprised settlers of the 1920s and 1930s who arrived 

in Palestine years before the establishment of the state in 1948. Many hailed
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l ln iv e rs itv  (1 9 S 7 )

i r o m  th e  linke P a le j Tsiyen ( le l t - w in g  Poale Z io n  m o v e m e n t) ,  w h ic h  was, u n ­

usually, Z io n is t  and p ro -Y id d is h , a he ritag e  g o in g  back  to  th e  lo u n d e r  o l L a b o r 

Z io n is m , w h o  was also the  lo u n d e r  o f m o d e rn  Y id d ish  p h ilo lo gy , Her B o ro k h o v  

(see pp . 28 3 -2 8 4 ).

A m o n g  th e  m o s t be lo ved  was A v ro m  L is  (19 1  } — 1 9 9 8 ) o i B v a lis to k , 

w h o  a rr iv e d  in  Lei A v iv  in  19 36. l i e  had a lread y  be co m e  k n o w n  as a y o u n g  

w r i te r  in  B ya lis to k . I le  evo lved in to  a m a jo r  l i te ra ry  c r it ic ,  h is to r ia n  and essay­

is t, and was a m o ng  th e  leaders o l the  Y id d is h  W r ite r s ’ U n io n  in  Israe l lo r  m any 

decades. In  la te r  years, he fo u n d e d  and to  th e  end  o l h is  days v ig o ro u s ly  d i ­

re c te d  Tel A v iv ’ s S h o le m  A le ic h e m  I lo u s e , w h ic h  becam e a 

c e n te r  lo r  l iv in g  Y id d is h  c u ltu re . I Ie w ro te  and e d ite d  m any 

bo o ks  o n  th e  g re a t Y id d is h  h u m o r is t  S ho le m  A le ic h e m .

T h e  second g ro u p  o l Y id d is h  c u ltu ra l leaders in  Israe l 

w e re  H o lo c a u s t  s u rv iv o rs  o r  escapees. A m o n g  th e  bes t 

k n o w n  is A v ro m  K a rp in o v its h  (A b ra h a m  K a rp in o w itz ) ,  w h o  

was b o rn  in  V iln a  in  1 9 1 3 , th e  son o l M evshe  K a rp in o v its h , 

fo u n d e r  and d ire c to r  o l th e  V iln a  Y id d is h  F o lk  T h e a te r. T h e  

y o u n g e r K a rp in o v its h , w h o  had escaped to  Russia, re tu rn e d  

to  th e  ru in s  o l V iln a  in  1 9 44  and in  

1949  se ttle d  in  Israe l w h e re  he becam e a d m in is tra to r  

o l th e  Is rae l P h ilh a rm o n ic  O rc h e s tra . O v e r th e  years 

he de ve lo p e d  as a m a s te r Y id d is h  s h o r t  s to ry  w r ite r .

T h e  s e tt in g  lo r  m o s t o l h is  b o o ks  is in te r w a r  V iln a .

11 is w o rk s  re c re a te  th e  r ic h  Jew ish  m il ie u  o l th e  c ity , 

in c lu d in g  th e  soc ia lly  “ lo w e s t”  e le m e n ts  o l society.

A vro m  k a rp in o x  itsh re tu rn s  to  his 

native V iln a  to  le c tu re  at the 

V iln iu s  Y idd ish  Institu te* at V iln iu s  

l ln iv e rs itv  (2001  )
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Avrom Sutxkever, who was born in Smargon in 1913, was considered the 
leading Yiddish poet in the late twentieth century. He settled in Vilna in 1920. In 
his mid twenties he won recognition as a rising young star of Yiddish poetry in­
ternationally, and in the 1930s became a major figure in the Yung Vilne (Young 
Vilna) group of Yiddish writers and artists (see p. 255). He was incar­

cerated in the Vilna Ghetto, escaped to join the partisans and was spec­

tacularly rescued by the Russians. After stints in Moscow and Paris, 

he settled in Israel in 1947. Two years later he launched Digoldene keyt 

(“The Golden Chain”), a Yiddish quarterly which quickly became the 
world’s leadingjournal for serious Yiddish literature. It was published 

until 1995.

Avrom Sutzkever
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Among Soviet Yiddish Writers

S ovie t Y id d is h  l i te ra tu re  e xp e rie n ce d  a m e te o r ic  rise  s ta r t in g  in  1917 , the  year 

o f th e  Russian R e v o lu tio n , f o r  a few  s h o r t years, in  th e  m id  to  la te  tw en ties , it  

seem ed to  m an y  (e sp e c ia lly  f ro m  th e  o u ts id e ) ,  t h a tycinevdn ( “ th e  G a rd e n  of 

Helen” ) lo r  Y id d is h  had been  set up . Y id d is h  w r ite rs  w e re  p a id  sa laries and 

th e ir  w o rk s  p u b lis h e d , a ll w i th  g o v e rn m e n t fu n d in g ! T h e y  d id  n o t have to  w o rk  

at m e n ia l tasks to  e a rn  th e ir  b re a d , n o r  fee l in te r io r  to  those  w r i t in g  in  the  

w o r ld ’ s pow  e r fu l languages. Som e y o u n g  m aste rs  f ro m  o th e r  c o u n tr ie s , such 

asM e yshe  K u lb a k , th e n  in  V iln a  (see p . 2 5 4 ), m ig ra te d  to  “ pa rad ise  fo u n d . ”

I t  was o f cou rse , n o t  to  last. T h e  p a r ty ’ s m e d d lin g  in  th e  c o n te n t  and 

fo rm  o f li te ra tu re ,  f ro m  th e  la te  1920s, was fo llo w e d  in  th e  19 R)s by fo rc e d  

apo log ies, and th e n , pu rges, a rre s ts , d e p o rta tio n s  and mass m u rd e r  by an ever 

m o re  p a ra n o id  S ta lin is t re g im e . M a n y  w e re  a rre s te d  in  19 57 and m u rd e re d  

th a t  ye a r o r  s l ig h t ly  la te r. T h e  s u rv iv in g  le a d in g  p e rs o n a lit ie s  o f S ov ie t Y id ­

d ish  li te ra tu re  w e re  m u rd e re d  o n  A u g u s t 12 lh 1952 .

M o s t o f th e  g rea ts  o f S ov ie t Y id d is h  l i te ra tu re  w e re  f ro m  th e  U k ra in e . 

S t ill ,  th e re  w o re  a n u m b e r  o f le a d in g  L itva ks .

O n e  was p o e t Izzy K h a r ik .  I Ie was b o rn  in  1 8 9 8  in  

X e m b in  (c o llo q u ia lly  Zhebm ), se rved  in  th e  new Red A rm y  

d u r in g  the  Russian R e v o lu tio n  and becam e a d e vou t c o m m u ­

n is t. D e ra ile d  as i t  w as by the  p o lit ic a l co rre c tn e ss  of his t im e  

and p lace , h is  p o e try  e xce lle d  in  its  fo lk l ik e  q u a lity , g e n u in e  

id io m a t ic  f la v o r  and  th e  sheer p o w e r  o f s im p lic ity .  A f te r  

s tu d y in g  li te ra tu re  in  M osco w , he re tu rn e d  to  B e lo ru ss ia  to  

becom e th e  u n d is p u te d  (and  v e ry  you ng ) k in g  of the  Y id d is h  

w r ite rs  o f M in s k . I le  e d ite d  th e  p o w e rfu l m o n th ly , Dcrshtern 

( “ T h e  S ta r” ) and w o n  w id e  a c c la im  fo r  h is  o w n  c o lle c t io n s  

o f Y id d is h  verse. In  19 55, s t i l l  in  h is  m id  th ir t ie s ,  he w as ac-

l/zx Kharik
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co rd e d  a pe rsona l fe s ts c h r if t  fo r  services to  Y id d is h  l i te ra tu re  and to  th e  S oviet 

U n io n .  A l te r  h is  sud de n  a rre s t in  June  19 37 by  S ta lin ’ s p o lic e  (he  was sure  i t  

was som e k in d  o f m is u n d e rs ta n d in g ), he was to r tu re d  in  va rio u s  cam ps b e fo re  

b e in g  s u b je c te d  to  a h o r r i f ic  d e a th  la te r  th e  sam e year. H is  w id o w , D in a  

K h a r ik a  was sen t to  h a rd  la b o r  lo r  decades. In  th e  e a rly  tw e n ty - l i r s t  c e n tu ry , 

deep  in  o ld  age, she was ru n n in g  th e  Izzv K h a r ik  Y id d is h  L ib ra ry  in  M in s k ,  

B e la rus.

Z e l ik  A k s e lro d  (S e lig  A x e lro d )  was “ d i f f e r e n t . ”  B o rn  in  1904 in  

M a la d e tsh n e  (b e tw e e n  V iln a  and M in s k , n o w  M a ladzecna , B e la ru s ), he began 

to  p u b lis h  at a v e ry  y o u n g  age, in  19 21 , and w o n  w id e  a cc la im  fro m  

“ readers  and fo re ig n e rs ”  w h ile  b e in g  v ie w ed  w ith  s u s p ic io n  b y  So­

v ie t p o w e rs  lo r  h is  fa ilu re  to  jo in  th e  p a r ty  o r  p u t  h is  p o e try  to  its  

se rv ic e . A f te r  a s t in t  in  M o s c o w  he s e tt le d  in  M in s k  w h e re  he 

w o rk e d  lo r  th e  g o v e rn m e n t ’ s Y id d is h  p u b lis h in g  p ro je c ts , e d it in g , 

tra n s la t in g , and p u b lis h in g  h is  o w n  w o rk  as fa r  as po ss ib le . A f te r  

th e  S ov ie t U n io n ’ s a n n e x a tio n  o f w h a t had been L a s te rn  P o land  in  

S ep tem be r 19 39 ( in c o rp o ra t in g  the  n o r th e rn  re g io n  in to  L ith u a n ia  

and the  B e lo ru ss ian  SSR, and the  s o u th e rn  in to  the  U k ra in ia n  SSR),

A k s e lro d  v is ite d  B v a lis to k  and m a rr ie d  th e  d a u g h te r o f th e  fam ou s  

P o lish  Y id d is h  w r ite r ,  I ts h e -M a v e r V avsnberg (188 1 — 19 38), w h o  

had th e n  re c e n tly  d ie d . A k s e lro d  w e n t on  to  v is it  V iln a  s h o r tly  a fte r  

L ith u a n ia  was fo rc ib ly  m ade in to  a S ov ie t R e p u b lic  in  1940, and 

b e fr ie n d e d  th e  c irc le  o f V iln a  w r ite rs  (e n la rg e d  at th e  t im e  by re fugees f ro m  

N az i o c c u p ie d  P o lan d ).

O n  m o re  tha n  one occasion in  those years he m ade the  “ fa te fu l m is ta k e ”  

o f speak ing  his m in d . A c c o rd in g  to  th e  re p o r t  o f V iln a  Y id d is h  w r i te r  S hm erke  

K a tsh e rg in sk i (see p. 2 5 5 ), A k s e lro d  p ro te s te d  at a m e e tin g  in  V iln a  w h e n  to ld  

th a t th e  Sovie ts had d e c id e d  to  c lose th e  Y id d is h  n e w sp a p e r th e y  had set u p  

th e re . 11 is re m a rk s  w e re  re p o r te d . H e  also d isagreed w ith  th e  p o lic y  o f th e  o f ­

f ic ia l U n io n  o f Y id d is h  W r ite rs  in  B e lo ru ss ia  at a M a y  194 1 m e e tin g  in  M in s k . 

A l te r  these in c id e n ts  he was a rre s te d , and sh o t in  p r is o n  o n  June  2 6 ,h 19 41 , 

tw o  davs b e fo re  M in s k  was o v e r ru n  by th e  N azis. A n  eyew itness re p o r te d  th a t 

he was sho t in  th e  ba ck , y e llin g  o u t  a t he fe ll to  th e  g ro u n d : M am e! Oy, Rebeyne- 

sheleylem! ( “ M a m a ! O  d e a r G o d ”  u s in g  a t r a d it io n a l re lig io u s  nam e fo r  G o d  

w h ic h  tra n s la te s  as “ m a s te r o f th e  u n iv e rs e ” ).

Zelik. Akselrod



S hm u c l H a lk in  was h o rn  in  1897 in  R dgctshov, n o t ia r  I ro in  M o h ile v , in  

th e  cast o f h is to r ic  L ita  (n o w  R ahaco ti, B e la ru s ). I le  g re w  u p  in  a ho m e  steeped 

in  L ith u a n ia n  H a s id is m  and began h is  p o e t ic  w o rk  in  11 eh re  w, d ra w in g  in s p i­

ra t io n  f ro m  th e  m e d ie va l S e p h a rd ic  (S pa n ish ) I Ie h re w  poe ts . A f te r  th e  b a n ­

n in g  o f H e b re w  l i te ra tu re  in  th e  S ov ie t U n io n  he tu rn e d  to  Y id d is h , b u t  was 

re p c a tc d lv  a tta cke d  lo r  “ Jew ish  n a t io n a lis m ,”  a cha rge  d e r iv in g  f ro m  h is  love 

o f a n c ie n t Jew ish them es. I Iis  1929  c o lle c t io n  of poem s, Veyun m at ( “ W oe and 

C o u ra g e ” ), fo r  e x a m p le , led  to  a s tream  of re le n tle ss  a ttacks , m o c k in g  th e  

a u th o r ’ s tie s  to  h is  re l ig io n  and h e rita g e  and to  a lleg ed ly  b o u rg e o is  values.

11 is m o s t fam ous w o rk s  w e re  w r i t te n  a f te r  th e  I Io lo c a u s t, d u r in g  an in ­

te r lu d e  in  w h ic h  S ov ie t re p re s s io n  b r ie f lv  a llo w e d  Jew ish  

2 7 6  th e m a tic s  fo l lo w in g  th e  g re a t ca ta s tro p h e . T hese  in c lu d e  a

p o e t ic  d ra m a  a b o u t th e  W arsaw  G h e tto ,  A f  toyt un a f  lebn 

( “ O n  D e a th  and o n  L i fe ” ). H e  was also w e ll k n o w n  fo r  h is 

Y id d is h  re w o rk in g s  of classics bv S hakespeare and P u s h k in .

I la lk in  was a rre s te d  in  th e  la te  19 4 0 s  d u r in g  S ta lin ’ s 

last g re a t p u rge  o f Y id d is h  w r ite rs . I le  was re leased in  19 55 , 

re h a b ilita te d  in  1 9 5 8 , and  d ie d  in  1 9 6 0 . H is  las t fam ou s  

p o e m , w r i t te n  a f te r  h is  im p r is o n m e n t ,  was ca lle d  The Con­

fessions of Socrates.
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Educators

Modern education on western models, for both 

Jewish and general studies, was built by an array of 

Jewish educators throughout Hastcrn Hurope from 

the late nineteenth century onward. The cultural, 

political and religious orientations varied widely.
Among the popular combinations were (modern) 
religious + Hebrew, (traditional) religious + Yiddish, secular + Yiddish, 
secular+ 1 lebrew. Many had an ideological agenda, including the prominent types 
Zionist + 1 lebrew or Socialist + Yiddish but even here there were variations and 
gradations.

What characterized them all was the ideal of developing schools that would 

be modern in two senses, hirst, in the construction of curriculum divided by 
subjects and fixed time periods, and the insistence on teachers with formal insti­

tutional qualifications in their subjects. Second, these were to be schools that 

would include general subjects in addition to whatever selection of Jewish sub­
jects was of fered. Both I lebrew and Yiddish rapidly developed vocabulary for an 
array of subjects that had not been taught before in the traditional kheyder (heder) 

at the elementary level or the traditional yeshiva at higher levels.
Vilna played a leading role in the development of modern Jewish educa­

tion, and the city produced (and drew) hundreds of modern educators between 

the late nineteenth century and the onset of World War II.

Dveyre Kupershteyn (Deborah Cooperstein) and Sofia Gurevitsh both 
became legendary in the popular psyche for their elevation of Yiddish to a lan­

guage of top quality formal modern education.



Dveyre Kupershteyn (1854— 1959) founded a four-grade Russian el­

ementary school for Jewish girls in 1912. It quickly won acclaim. In 1920 she 

took the bold (and, it turned out to be, inspirational) step of “unilaterally” con­
verting her school to one in which everything would be taught in Yiddish. It was 
no mean feat convincing parents and the wider public that it was possible “at 
once” to switch to Yiddish as the language of instruction and remain academi­
cally first rate; Yiddish did not, af ter all, have a long tradition as the medium of 

western type schools. Her school, to which she devoted herself entirely, even af­
ter her sight failed, became famous, and its girls went on to many fine careers in 

Vilna and abroad. In 1927 it expanded to eight grades and was incorporated into 
the “Tse Be Ka” secular Yiddish school system. The initials stand for Tsentrdler 

2 7 8  bi'Idungs komitet (“Central bducation Committee”). bveryone continued to call

the school D i Dveyre Kupershteyn shul. Three hundred and five students were en­

rolled in the 1929/1930 school year.
While Kupershteyn and others were constructing the new network of Yid­

dish elementary schools in Vilna and its region, Sofia Gurevitsh (1880— 1942) 
led the way in creating new secondary schools (gimnazyes) where the teaching 

would be in Yiddish and the level high. The most prestigious of the Vilna Yiddish 
gimnazyes was in fact hers. It became known as the Sofia Gurevitsh Gimnazye. 
Gurevitsh, a native of Minsk, had been a teacher in Russian schools in the Vitebsk 

area, and studied pedagogics and the natural sciences in St. Petersburg. She settled 

in Vilna in 1905 and began teaching in various of the Yiddish schools arising in 
those years. In 1906, she opened a private secondary school for girls which grew 
in stature each year. During the hirst World War, she founded a number of schools 

for the deportees in Russia, and returned in 1918 to Vilna, and to her private sec­
ondary school, which became coeducational.

The difficulties in finding top faculty who could teach 

in Yiddish at the secondary level was solved by Gurevitsh’s as­

tounding success in attracting talented teachers from other 

countries. Two of the teachers, Hrushovski and bain, were 

brought from Ukraine. Their children, who attended the 
gimnazye, are today’s Yale Professor Benjamin Harshav and 
New York’s artist Yonia bain (see pp. 298 and 352).

Sof ia Gurevitsh herself became a victim of the Polish 
authorities’ crackdown on Yiddish education in the 1930s.

Af ter being banned f rom educational work, she migrated to 
the Soviet Union, where she died brokenhearted, in Gorki, 

in 1942.
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Modern Yiddish Scholarship

The rapid rise of modern Yiddish literature in the later nineteenth century 
demonstrates lor some that elaborate “high culture” can emerge dramatically, 

even in the absence of an explicit native scholarly tradition that is focused on 

the language in which that culture is being created. First comes the art, and 

only then the savants. Linguistics and philology came to be the central elements 
ot the specific new “scholarship of Fast Furopean Jewry.” History, literary 

historv, cultural historv, folklore, sociology and various other disciplines were 
also developed. Manv of the founders, shakers and movers were Litvaks.

The I larkaws of Navaredok (Novogrudok, now Navahradak, Belarus) 
were a renowned family that produced a number of scholars. They were de­

scended from the great Rabbi Mordechai Yofe, and related by marriage to an­

other “first family” of Litvaks, the Romms of Vilna (see p. 187). Abraham 

Flijah I Iarkavy (183 5— 1919) was a famous cultural historian who delved into 

the origins of Fast Furopean Jewry, synthesizing his vast knowledge in Oriental 
and Slavic studies. His work was still in the frame of mind ot a kind of 
apologetics, trying to prove an ancient Slavic heritage in support ot the noble 
motive of improving the image of Jews in the eyes of the Russian state. It was 
a second I Iarkavy who was to make a radical new beginning toward an internal 
scholarship based on the recognition of the inherent worth of one’s own lan­

guage and culture.
I le was the beloved Yiddish lexicographer Alexander I Iarkavy (1863— 

19 39), whose brief studv on the Yiddish language, which he wrote in Hebrew 

during a stay in Paris in 1885, launched a remarkable career, and can be seen as 

a kind ot harbinger ot the new field ot Yiddish studies.



280

He moved from Navaredok to Vilna in 1878 and to the 

United States in 1882. He became known in America as the com­

piler of many Lnglish-Yiddish and Yiddish-Lnglish dictionaries. The 

work that has best withstood the tests of time is his 192 5 Yiddish- 

English-Ilebrew Dictionary, revised in 1928. It was reissued bv the 
Yivo Institute lor Jewish Research in 1988 with further reprints still 

in press. To this day, it remains the best dictionary for students in 
the Lnglish (and I lebrew) speaking worlds who seek to come to grips 

with the masters of Yiddish literature.
I Iarkaw is also a modern Yiddish legend. I Ie was known as 

a warm, folksv fellow who helped thousands of poor immigrants on 

New York’s Lower Last Side. I Ie would never say no, whether somebody asked 

him to help write a letter in good Yiddish or to help prepare for an examination 

in Lnglish. But the aura of legend comes from the story of his marriage. One 
day, walking across the Brooklvn Bridge he saw a beautiful young woman jump 
into the river and trv to kill herself. 1 he shipmen on a passing boat rescued her. 
I Iarkavy, the proverbial Litvak who “has to get to the bottom of evervthing,” 

followed her to the hospital. When she regained consciousness he asked whv 
she had jumped into the river. She replied, in Yiddish of course, that her in­

tended bridegroom had written from Lurope to sav that he would marry some­

one else back home and not come to America for her. “Lor this vou throw your­

self into the river?” Harkavy asked angrily, and continued: “Lor God’s sake, 
I ’ll marry you!” She was left badly crippled by the jump, but Alexander and 
Bella I Iarkavy lived happily together for the rest of their lives.

Simon Dubnov (1860— 1941) was probablv the 

greatest Jewish historian of all time. LI is ten volume World 

liistory of the Jewish People remains a classic. He was among 

the f irst to properly appreciate the paramount importance of 

the multifaceted Jewish culture of Lastern Lurope (an intel­

lectual response to the German-Jewish historians who looked 

down upon the “Ostjuden”). He was also among the first to 
meaningfully incorporate cultural, sociological and literary 
studies in the telling of Jewish history. Dubnov was a “cul­

tural nationalist” who believed that cultural autonomy could 

work in Lastern Lurope. A native of Amtshislav (now 

Mscislau, Belarus), he lived in St. Petersburg, Odessa, and 

Vilna. Disdaining communism, he left Russia in 1922 for Simon Dubnov



Berlin. When 1 Iitler came to power, he moved to Riga, in 19} 5, where he con­
tinued his research and w riting at a irantic pace. At the age ol eighty-one, he 
was murdered by a Gestapo officer (on December 8'1 194 1). Although his major 
works are in other languages, Dubnov did pen a number ol major studies in 
Yiddish. The participation of a sc holar ol his stature helped elevate the level ol 

the new hast huropean Jewish scholarship that emerged during his liletime.

Shlovme-Xanvl Rapoport (186 }— 1920), better know n bv his pen name 

Sh. An-ski, was born in Tshashnik (now C asniki, Belarus), not lar Irom 
Vitebsk. lie is remembered principally as the author ol the lamed mystical 
drama, The Dybbuk (which he wrote in Yiddish and Russian), and other works 
ol Yiddish literature (see pp. 244-245). I Ie was, however, also a lounder ol se­

rious modern Yiddish folklore studies and the' pioneer ol ethnographic expedi­

tions within hastern hurope.

The Dvblnik itself was a product ol his lolkloris- 

tic-ethnographic expeditions to the Ukraine. I Ie fol­

lowed up w ith developing an ac ademic program lor the 

future ol Yiddish ethnographic studies. A museum in his 

memory thrived in Yilna between the two world wars.

An-ski was buried in Warsaw alongside Y. L. Peretz, 
one ol the' founders ol modern Yiddish literature. The 
original monument, including also Jacob Dinezon 
(18 52— 1919), still stands in the old Jewish cemetery 

in Warsaw.
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S hm uel N ig e r (18 8  } — 195 5) was a son ot 

a fam ous fam ily , the  C harnevs , o f D u k o r  

( n o w in  B e la rus). 1 le  w e n t on  to  becom e , 

arguably, the  greatest Y idd ish  lite ra ry  c r it ic  

of the  post W o rld  W ar I era, p ic k in g  up  the  

m a n tle  o f B a l-M akhsh dye s  (see p. 2 4 6 ).

1 Ie se ttled  in  N e w  Y ork  a ro u n d  1919 . B u t

i t  was d u r in g  his V iln a  p e r io d , in  the  years b e fo re  the  h irs t W o r ld  W ar, th a t he 

played a key ro le  in  fo u n d in g  m o d e rn  Y id d ish  scho la rsh ip .

W o rk in g  c lose ly  w ith  V iln a  p u b lis h e r  B o ris  K le ts k in , N ig e r e d ite d  the  

c o lle c tiv e  academ ic v o lu m e  th a t in  one fe ll sw oop  estab lished m o d e rn  Y id d ish  

p h ilo lo gy ; lin g u is tic s , l i te ra ry  h is to ry  and b ib lio g ra p h y  as serious sub jects, a ll of 

th e m  “ p ra c tic e d ”  n o t o n ly  on Y id d is h  b u t in  Y id d is h , th e re b y  m a k in g  m o d e rn  

Y id d ish  scho la rsh ip  an in te g ra l p a rt of m o d e rn  Y id d ish  c u ltu re . T h e  vo lu m e  was 

g iven the  nam e acco rded  to  a tra d it io n a l Jew ish re c o rd  b o o k  —  pi'nkes (m o d e rn  

1 le b re w pinkds). In te n d e d  as an annua l, o n ly  one volum e' appeared, in  191 5, be ­

fo re  th e  p ro je c t was s cu ttle d  by the  o u tb re a k  of the  h irs t W o r ld  W ar. T h e  b o o k  

was p u b lish e d  in  a t ra d it io n a l tw o  c o lu m n  fo lio  fo rm a t th a t is m o re  tha n  a l i t t le  

re m in is c e n t o f a u th o r ita tiv e  ra b b in ic  books. 1 he t i t le  w as typese t in  the  Rashi 

fo n t ch a ra c te r is tic  of ra b b in ic  w o rks . T h e  c u ltu ra l process u n d e rw a y  in  V iln a  

e n ta ile d  the  c re a tio n  of a m o d e rn  c u ltu re  us ing  a m u lt i tu d e  o l c o m p o n e n ts  —  

and sym bo ls —  of t ra d it io n a l Jew ish re lig io u s  c u ltu re .

>/nAv. (V iln a  1 9 1 ])



To students of Jewish political history, Ber Borokhov (1881 — 1917) is 
best known as the theoretical founder of the Poalei Z ion  (Labor Zionism) move­
ment, which combined the ideals of socialism and Zionism, and which played a 
huge role in the rise and earlier years of the State of Israel. The last years of his 
short life (he died at the age of thirty-six) were, however, dedicated almost en­

tirely to the founding of academic Yiddish studies, which he subsumed under the 

national and romantic namc,d iyid ishefilo logye  (“Yiddish philology” meant in its 

wider sense of linguistics plus literary history plus folklore and so forth, and meant 
in a second sense, now called the “Borokhovian” sense, of having respect for and 
belief in the future of the culture one is studying, in distinction to “pure and ab­
stract” science). Lor this bold original thinker it was absolutely no problem to be 
a Zionist and a staunch Yiddishist, a rare combination in those times.

Borokhov wrote two pathbreaking pieces that “sandwiched” the Vilna 

Pmkes of 1913. The volume starts with Borokhov’s Ufgabnjun deryidisherjilologye 

(“The Tasks of Yiddish Philology”), a survey of the history of Yiddish language 
and literature, and a conceptualization of what needs to be accomplished. Citing 

the role of the development of folk languages to national languages among the 
smaller nations of Lurope, and the role of national philology in the process, he 
proposed Yiddish philology as a self-centered universe. In other words, Yiddish 
as its own discipline, looked at from inside, rather than a sub-branch of some 
other field. Borokhov’syidishejilologye  was overtly linked to the cultural develop­
ment of Last Luropean Jewry, and he insisted it be developed to the same high 
academic standards that would be required by a nation-state culture with its own 

universities. The inclusion of Yiddish studies in universities around the world 

todav is a direct result of a chain of events starting with this essay.

It was Ber Borokhov who proclaimed, in a section of the essay devoted to 
spelling and standard language: “Lor the basis I take the pronunciation of the Vilna 
region.” And so, in one sentence, Borokhov gave Yiddish its proverbial capital 
and provided the language with the necessary symbolic attributes of modern lan­
guages. hrench had its Ile-de-brance, Lnglish its Oxford, and Yiddish — its Vilna. 
The actual process of standardization of spoken Yiddish overwhelmingly on the 

basis of Litvish, Lithuanian Yiddish, was in any case underway, with due respect, 

of course, for the other dialects.

The Vilna Pinkes of 191 3 ends with Borokhov’s Biblyotekjunemyi'dishnjilolog 

(“Librarv of the Yiddish Philologist”), an annotated, critical bibliography of five 
hundred works, in an array of languages (especially Latin, German and Hebrew), 
which had been written about Yiddish in the four centuries from 1514 (date of 
the first entry) to 1913. Lew people (including scholars and teachers) had been
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aware of the immense interest Yiddish had attracted from outside its natural com­

munity of speakers. Borokhov made the point that it was time lor hast huropean 

Jewry to build academic institutions dedicated to its ow n language and culture.

Many of his dreams came to reality shortly after his death.

C reation of the infrastructure for this new field of scholarship w as not sup­
ported by any state (except in the USSR). It depended on remarkable individuals 
w hose energy, dedication and success “made it all happen.” The master publisher 
of modern Yiddish scholarship was Boris Klctskin, a native of I lardditsh (now in 

Belarus), w ho put his considerable family wealth in the service of Yiddish cul­

ture. His belief in the role of Yiddish came from the Jewish 
84 Labor Bund, to which he remained dedicated all his life. The

same Boris Kletskin w ho published the first-ever Yiddish acade­
mic anthology, the Pinkes, also published nearly all of the aca­
demic volumes to appear in Vilna in the 1920s and 19 30s which 
catapulted the city to the status of “effective” (not just sym­
bolic) capital of “high” Yiddish culture. His books included 

Reyzen’s Leksikon (see p. 2 57) and the scholarly publications of 

the Yivo (see below). Kletskin was also the publisher of the 

world’s leading Yiddish literary w eekly, Literarishe bleter, w hich 

appeared in Warsaw in the interw ar period.

Af ter the end of the hirst World War, a number of top 
Yiddish scholars, all Litvaks but none from Vilna itself, moved to the city and es- Boris kU-tskin
tablished it as the world center of Yiddish scholarship for w hat is now known as 
the interwar period (when Vilna, called Wilno, w as incorporated into the Polish 

Republic). What exactly drew them all to Vilna in the absence of any promise of 
support for their research remains to be studied. The centuries old magic of the 

city for traditional Jewish culture certainly had something to do with it. Phis w as 

the city of the Gaon. Zelik-Hirsh Kalmanovitsh, Meyshe Kulbak, Zalmen Rev/en,

Max Weinreich and numerous other Yiddish scholars, educators, writers and 

artists were attracted to it as if by a kind of magnetism.
Zalmen Reyzen was born in Koydenov (now D/iar/ynsk, Belarus) in 

1887. He is best known tor his four volume biographical and bibliographical 
encyclopedia of Yiddish literature (published by Boris Kletskin in Vilna, 1926- 

1929; see p. 2 57). It was a massive expansion of the one volume edition he had 

published back in 1914, and epitomized the synergistic interaction between Yid­

dish scholarship and living Yiddish culture.
Y
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Revzen’s accomplishments in Yiddish scholarship were 
vast. I Iis pioneering grammar of 1920 succeeded in establish­

ing the modern Yiddish spelling perfected by Borokhov (with 
some modification) as the everyday norm for the new Yiddish 

school systems. In 1923 he published an anthology of eigh­

teenth and nineteenth century Yiddish literature. His many 

papers in Yiddish linguistics, stylistics and literary history have 

remained a must for serious Yiddish scholars. On top of his 

constant work on his literary encyclopedias and his own schol­

arly output, he edited a major Vilna Yiddish daily, the Vilner tog 

(‘Vilna Day”). Looking at his life’s work nowadays, students 
often ask “How did he manage to do all that?”

/as arrested by the Soviets soon after they occupied Vilna in Sep­

tember 1939, and taken to prisons further east and executed. The date of his death 

remains unknown.

The prime mover and preeminent scholar of the Vilna school was Max 

Weinreich. A native of Goldingen, Courland (now Kuldiga, Latvia), he was born 
into a Germanized Jewish family in 1894 and became attracted to the Bund and 
its ideals in his youth. He started performing “miracles in Yiddish” in his teens 
(including a partial translation of Homer’s Ilia d  into sophisticated Yiddish hexa­
meter) . He completed his doctorate on the history of Yiddish studies in 192 3 at 
Marburg University in Germany, thereby becoming the first “modern Yiddishist 

with a doctorate in the field.” After settling in Vilna he also became a central per­

sonality in its higher educational institutions in Yiddish, especially the Yiddish 

Teachers’ Seminary.

In 1925 (the same year that the Hebrew University was founded in Jerusa­

lem), Yiddish scholars in Lurope felt the time was ripe for a realization of 
Borokhov’s stated goal of setting up a Yiddish academy for the first 
time in history. A group of Yiddish scholars in Berlin (where the 
major personality was then Nokhem Shtif, who later migrated to 
the Soviet Union) and from among the Vilna group began holding 

meetings and consultations. Two well known publications resulted.

Thev are the Forbaratung vegn dem visnshajtlekhn in s titu t (“Prelimi­
nary Consultation about the Academic Institute”, Berlin 1925) and 

D i organizdtsje fun  derjid isher visnshaft (“The Organization of the Sci­
ence of Yiddish”, Vilna 1925), the most famous part of which is 
Weinreich’s memorandum called, quite simply, Vilner tezisn (‘Vilna 
Theses”).

M .ix W einreich
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the proposals in Yilna

It wasn’t long before the question arose of where the new institute should 
be based: Berlin or Vilna?

The issue was solved by “facts on the ground.” Max Weinreich called the 

planned institute “Yivo,” an acronym for the Yi'disher Visnshafltlekher institut (“Yid­

dish Scientific Institute”), and went ahead and set it up in his apartment on the 

top floor of Pohulanka Street 14, Wilno (now Basanaviciaus 16, Vilnius). The 
Yivo moved to its own premises down the street, and some few years later to a 

large purpose-built structure with state of the art facilities on Vivulski Street (then 

Wiwulskiego, now Vivulskio). The address ‘Vivulski 18” became an interna­
tional symbol of the rise of Yiddish. This stateless language now had its own pres­

tigious academy!



To un de rs ta nd  h o w  im p o r ta n t  it  was lo r  the  Y id d ish  language, n o t w id e ly  

rega rded  th e n  as a w o r th y  o b je c t o l se rious study, to  h a w  a c q u ire d  such “ t ra p ­

p ings of m o d e rn  la ng uag eh ood ,”  one m ig h t best q u o te  the  w o rd s  o l a skep tica l 

y is ito r . T h e  B r it is h  Jew ish sch o la r Is rae l C o h e n  (1 8 7 9 — 1 9 6 1 ), a na tiye  o l 

M a n che s te r, w as m u c h  m o re  in te re s te d  in  I le b re w  and Israe l th a n  in  Y id d is h . 

B u t he had th is  to  say in  h is  b o o k  o l m e m o irs  o l p re w a r  t r a w ls  in  H aste rn  

1 iu rope:
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“  I he p r o p lr  to r sc h o l. ii s h i|) '”  I Ik - O c lo h r t  

2 <•)'■’ c r l r b r . i t io n  on \  i\ u lsk i M r r r t  (now

\ iv u ls k io ) ,  .is the- c o m r r s to n r  is l.iid  fo r G iro 's
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2 8 8

“ N o t u n til I v isited its com m od ious premises, in a bu ild in g  far rem oved fro m  the C ihetto 

(o u ts id e r’s te rm  fo r the Jewish Q u a rte r—  O K ], d id  I realize the scope and system atic character 

of its  labo rs, fo r  its  pu rpose  w as to  co lle c t and classify all sorts of p u b lic a tio n s  ( . . . )  tha t have 

appeared in Y idd ish  and to  p ro m o te  research | . . .  | u n de r lo u r  p r in c ip a l d iv is ions: h isto ry, soci­

ology, p h ilo lo g y  and pedagogics; and, cu ltu re , the last c o m p ris in g  several subdiv is ions, such as 

art, dram a, m usic, and fo lk lo re . The In s titu te  filed  newspapers fro m  all over the w o rld  and kept 

a card index of all th e ir  im p o rta n t con ten ts , especially signed artic les. I t  had a most in te re s tin g  

co lle c tio n  of po rtra its  of Y idd ish  and I Iebrew actors, and of p layb ills  and d ram a tic  notices, and 

likew isea veritab le  treasury of Jewish m usic. | . . .  ] l o r the benefit of the ou ts ide reader there w as 

a large len d in g  lib ra ry , and in the research ro o m  I saw serious students e x p lo r in g  the d iffe re n t 

fie lds  of Y idd ish  lo re . T h e  In s t itu te  w as grow  ing  so last 

( . . .  ] th a t it  was fo u n d  necessary to  c o n s tru c t a special 

hom e to  accom m oda te  it.

“  I he d ire c to r insisted on my accom panying h im  

to  the new b u ild in g , an im p o s in g  s tru c tu re  of th ree  s to ­

ries, s itua ted  in  a fin e  p a rt o f the  city. I t  has extensive  

cellerage fo r archives and o ld  newspapers, w ith  up to  date 

m echanica l con trivances fo r  p ro te c tio n  against fire  and 

w ater. ( . . . )  I c o u ld  n o t he lp  m a rv e lin g  th a t in  th is  city, 

w here  poverty  was m o re  ra m pan t than in any o th e r pa rt 

o f Poland, so m uch  m oney  sho u ld  be spent on p u re ly  

sc ie n tif ic  research on the p roduc ts  of a language b o rn  of 

the trava ils o f e x ile .”

(Is rae l C ohe n , Travels in Jewry, N e w  Y ork 195 5, 

pp. 146- 147)

The Vivo bu ild ing  .it Yivulski IS

Students rapidly came on hoard, from Vilna and further afield. 
Weinreich succeeded in constructing a program of research, teaching and pub­

lishing that brought the Yivo wide academic recognition in a short period of 

time. The academic anthologies of scholarly studies in Yiddish, nearly all pub­
lished by Boris Kletskin, were impressive in their quality, quantity and sophis­

tication of production. The most elaborate series was called Filologishe shriftn 

(“Philological Writings”). The first volume, comprising forty-one studies over 
some 450 folio columns, appeared when the Yivo was only one year old, in 1926.

Weinreich’s own scholarly creativity was prolific and brilliant. 11 is in­

terwar Vilna-era works in literary history, philology, linguistics, and other dis­

ciplines continue to be studied by advanced Yiddish students around the world. 

His output only increased af ter he lost an eye during a “small” anti-Semitic
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outburst bv a group of hooligans. 1 le spent a year at Yale University 
in the mid 19 30s and became interested in Freudian psychology. This 
“side interest” resulted in a large volume in Yiddish on youth psychol­

ogy in 19 35; one of his last Vilna era works before the war was a 
translation of Freud’s Introduction to Psychoanalysis into Yiddish.

Isemakh Shabad (1864--- 19 3 5) was a Vilna man through and
through. He completed his medical studies in Moscow in 1889 and 

returned home to set up his practice in 1894.1 le quickly became a leg­
end for Jews and non-Jews alike, as a great doctor, and also, a great 

human being who would travel around the villages treating poor chil­
dren, of all backgrounds and religions, lor free. The words uDr. Shabad 

is on his wav” brought tears of relief, in an array of local languages, to 

poor people who could not otherwise dream of advanced medical treat­

ment. I le also contributed much to medical and health journals.

Dr. Shabad became an adherent of the new secular Yid­

dish culture movement and a leader of Vilna Jewry. I le was the 
community’s chairman during the First World War, and 
served on the city council later on. His contributions to Yid­
dish culture include pivotal work in settingup the infrastruc­
ture of the new Yiddish school sy stem. I le edited and published 
a number of Yiddish serials, including the Vilner zdmlbikher 

(‘Vilna Anthologies”, 1916—1918) which served as an impe­

tus to the new school system.

Shabad’s link to Yiddish research and higher education 

was a natural development from these interests. It came to frui­
tion through his close friendship with Max Weinreich who 
became his son-in-law. Regina Shabad-Weinreich was a be­
loved figure in her own right in the growth of Yiddish culture 

in Vilna, a sort of first lady of the new cultural elite. And, it was 
an open secret in Vilna that it was Shabad who f inancially en­

abled Weinreich to set up the Yivo in 1925. And the rest, as 
they sav, is history. . .
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290 X e lik -I lirsh  K.ilm .inovitsh

Z e l ik - I I i r s h  K a lm a n o v its h  (1 8 8 5 — 1 9 4 4 ) was, lik e  M a x  

W e in re ic h , a na tive  o f G o ld in g e n . 1 le  s tu d ie d  S e m itic  p h ilo lo g y  in  

K o n ig s b e rg a n d  d id  h is d o c to ra te  in  St. Pete rsburg . H e  is the  a u th o r  

o f a Y id d ish  g ra m m a r and nu m e ro u s  stud ies in  Y id d ish  s ty lis tics, d ia ­

lec to logy, c u ltu ra l h is to ry  and lite ra tu re . 1 Ie also becam e a m aste r 

tra n s la to r  w h o  re n d e re d  a large n u m b e r of g rea t w o rk s  in to  the  best 

l i te ra ry  Y id d ish .

K a lm an ov itsh  he lped  b u ild  m o d e rn  Y id d ish  scho la rsh ip  in  all 

fo u r  ( !) o f the  c o u n tr ie s  w h e re  m o s t of the  L itvaks fo u n d  them selves 

a fte r  the  e s ta b lishm en t o f th e  pos t W o r ld  W ar I o rd e r  (seep. 519). In  

th e  1920s, he tra in e d  Y id d is h  teachers in  M in s k  ( in  th e  B e lo russ ian  

R e p u b lic  o f th e  S oviet U n io n ) ;  e d ite d  a new spape r in  Riga (L a tv ia ); 

taugh t and ed ited  in  Kovna (Kaunas) and Ponevezh (Panevezvs) in  the  L ith u a n ia n  

R e p u b lic . In  th e  la te  1920s he se ttled  in  V iln a  (W iln o ,  P o land ), and becam e a 

lead ing  fig u re  in  the  Y ivo , and e d ito r  o f its  m o n th ly  academ ic p e r io d ic a l, the  Yivo 

bleter.

A f te r  th e  N azis in vad ed , K a lm a n o v its h  was in c a rc e ra te d  in  th e  V iln a  

G h e tto , w h e re  he becam e the  c h ie f p ro p o n e n t of “ s p ir itu a l res is tance ,”  the  idea 

th a t Jews m us t even in  the  w o rs t c o n d itio n s  c o n tin u e  to  study, teach and preserve 

th e ir  c u ltu re , ra th e r  tha n  take to  a rm e d  re v o lt and r is k  even m o re  to ta l devasta­

t io n . I Iis  rem a rkab le  g h e tto  d ia ry , w r i t te n  in  1 ie b rew , appeared in  Ln g lish  tra n s ­

la tio n  in  195 5. T h e  o r ig in a l was la te r p u b lis h e d  w ith  an extensive  in tro d u c t io n  

by h is son, D r. Sha lom  L u ria , one o f the  lead ing  Y id d ish  l i te ra ry  scholars in  Israel 

today. Z e lik  K a lm a n o v its h ’s rem a rkab le  ro le  in  the  V iln a  G h e tto  was re ce n tly  re ­

e xa m in e d  in  R ache l K o s ta n ia n -D a n z ig ’s S piritua l Resistance in the Vilna Ghetto 

(V iln iu s  2 0 0 2 ).

Ka lm anovitsh  was de po rte d  fro m  the V ilna  G h e tto  to  a con cen tra tion  cam p 

in  L s to n ia , w h e re  he pe rishe d  in  the  w in te r  of 1944 .



In the Soviet Union. . .
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F o r som e years, especia lly  th e  t im e  fro m  th e  m id  tw e n tie s  to  the  e a r ly -m id  th i r ­

ties, Y id d ish  scho la rsh ip  was developed in  the  Soviet U n io n ,  in  g o v e rn m e n t sup ­

p o r te d  in s titu te s  in  Kiev, K harkov, M oscow , and m o s t p ro d u c tiv e ly , M in s k . F o r 

a b r ie f p e r io d  th e re  w e re  g e n tle m a n ly  re la tio n s h ip s  be tw ee n  the  g rea t c e n te r in  

V iln a  and th e  in s titu te  in  M in s k , w h e re  th e  f irs t  c o lle c tiv e  vo lu m e  o f scho la rly  

papers, TsajtshnJt, appeared in  1926  (th e  same year in  w h ic h  Y ivo  p ro d u c e d  v o l­

um e one o f Filologishe shrijtn). I t  even in c lu d e d  a c o n tr ib u t io n  by M a x  W e in re ic h , 

sent fro m  V iln a . I t  seem ed fo r  a b r ie f  p e r io d  th a t L ith u a n ia n  Jew ish scho lars on  

b o th  sides o f th e  ne w  (and tense) b o rd e r  be tw ee n  n o rth e a s te rn  Poland and th e  

B e lo ru ss ia n  S oviet R e p u b lic  w e re  to g e th e r b u ild in g  th e  n e w  science o f 

Y id d ish .

T h e  m o s t a m b it io u s  p ro je c t  o n  th e  S ovie t side o f th e  b o rd e r  was 

th e  M in s k  in it ia t iv e  to  p ro d u c e  a d ia le c to lo g ic a l atlas o f Y id d is h . I t  was 

the  b ra in c h ild  o f a fine  Soviet Y id d ish  lin g u is t, M o rd k h e  Veynger (1 8 9 0 —  

1 9 29 ), w h o  pu b lish e d  an im p o r ta n t  survey, Yidishe dyalektologye ( “ Y id d ish  

D ia le c to lo g y ” ) in  1929 . H e  was c h a irm a n  o f the  language co m m iss io n  o f 

th e  Y id d is h  sec tio n  o f th e  B e lo ru ss ia n  A cad em y o f Sciences, and a le c ­

tu re r  at the  B e loruss ian State U n ivers ity . H e  was also invo lved  in  the  c o d i­

f ic a tio n  o f Soviet Y id d ish  spe lling  (w h ic h  d id  away w ith  the  h is to r ic  spe ll­

in g  o f w o rd s  o f S e m itic  o r ig in ,  w h ic h  w e re  respe lled  a c c o rd in g  to  th e  

p h o n e tic  system  used fo r  the  n o n -S e m it ic  e lem en ts  in  th e  language).

T h e  S oviet Y id d is h  language atlas suf fe red  f ro m  a n u m b e r o f se ri­

ous m e th o d o lo g ic a l d e fic ie n c ie s . I t  re lie d  p r im a r i ly  o n  th e  “ p o s tca rd  

m e th o d ”  ra th e r  th a n  in -s itu  f ie ld w o rk  (w h e n  Last L u ro p e a n  J e w ry  was 

s t i l l  th e re !)  and i t  was (n o t  by  c h o ice ) l im ite d  to  th e  th e n  b o rd e rs  o f th e  

S oviet U n io n ,  leav ing  o u t  m u c h  o f the  h e a rtla n d  o f Y id d is h . S till,  i t  was a 

m a jo r  a c c o m p lis h m e n t and p ro v ide s  inva luab le  data today.



Detail of .1 ma 

Soviet Yiddish 

atlas (M insk l c

V cyngcr never lived  to  see his atlas. H e  a p p a re n tly  c o m m itte d  

su ic ide  in  F e b ru a ry  1929 . To th is  day th e re  are tw o  the o rie s  a b o u t his 

dea th : th a t i t  was ove r a fa ile d  love a ffa ir  o r  th a t i t  was staged by  “ e l­

e m e n ts ”  opposed  to  such “ n a tio n a lis t p ro je c ts ”  as h is ( th o u g h  years 

be fo re  the  actual M in s k  purges began). T h e  w o rk  was b ro u g h t to  p u b ­

l ic a t io n  in  la rge atlas fo rm a t ,  in  1 9 3 1 , b y  V e yn g e r’ s p u p i l Leyze r 

V ile n k in . F o r decades, the  V eyn ge r-V ile nk in  atlas was used by Y id d ish  

lin g u is ts  a ro u n d  th e  w o r ld ,  m o s t o f w h o m  be lieved  V ile n k in  to  have 

fa llen  v ic t im  to  the  Soviet purges o r  the  H o loca us t; he had disappeared 

w ith o u t  a trace. I t  was a sensation w h e n  he tu rn e d  u p  alive and w e ll in  

Tel A viv  in  1971 am o n g  a g ro u p  o f ne w  im m ig ra n ts  f ro m  th e  Soviet 

U n io n .

S oviet Y id d is h  sch o la rsh ip  d e c lin e d  ra p id ly  in  th e  ea rly  1930s. U n d e r  

pressure  f ro m  the  p a rty  and its  “ o rgans”  i t  had d e te r io ra te d  to  th e  p o in t  o f fo rc ­

ib ly  s la n tin g  v ir tu a lly  a ll academ ic ques tions  to w a rd  supposed ly  “ M a rx is t ”  so lu ­

t io n s  and h u r lin g  p o le m ic  ep ith e ts  (such as “ bo u rg e o is  fascized Y id d is h is m ” ) at 

th e  V iln a  colleagues across th e  bo rde r.

Soviet Y id d ish  scho la rsh ip  was shu t d o w n  by the  g o v e rn m e n t th ro u g h  the 

1930s, and m os t o f its  su rv ivo rs  a rre s te d  and execu ted  as p a rt of S ta lin ’s purges.

M ordkhe Yevne
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In independent Lithuania. . .

In  th e  in te rw a r  L ith u a n ia n  R e p u b lic  (1 9 1 8 — 1 9 4 0 ), Jews e n jo ye d  lu l l  c u ltu ra l fre e ­

d o m . S choo ls  o f  a v a r ie ty  o f Jew ish  pe rsua s ion s  w e re  s u p p o rte d  b y  th e  g o v e rn m e n t 

(d e sp ite  v a rio u s  se tbacks), m o re  th a n  in  any o f th e  o th e r  n o n -S o v ie t c o u n tr ie s  in  the  

reg ion . N everthe less, K ovna (K aunas), th e  in te rw a r  re p u b lic ’s cap ita l, d id  n o t becom e 

an im p o r ta n t  c e n te r  o f  o rg an ized  m o d e rn  Jew ish  s c h o la rs h ip  th o u g h  i t  had a v ib ra n t  

Jew ish press, and th e  t ra d it io n a l L ith u a n ia n  yeshivas c o n t in u e d  to  th r iv e , as d id  in d i ­

v id u a l scho la rs .

T h e re  are several hypo theses th a t m ig h t  be p u t  fo rw a rd  to  e x p la in  w h y  th e  in ­

te r  w a r R e p u b lic  o f  L ith u a n ia  was o f  a ll p laces th e  least p ro d u c tiv e  in  m o d e rn  Y id d is h  

sch o la rsh ip  d u r in g  th e  p e r io d  o f  its  g rea test b lo s s o m in g  in  ne a rb y  states ( in  th e  hands 

o f  L itva ks ). h irs t,  th e  Z io n is t -H e b ra is t  t r a d it io n  was m u c h  s tro n g e r th a n  th e  d iasp o ra  

a u to n o m is t,  Y id d is h is t t r a d i t io n  in  th e  re p u b lic ,  and , by  th e  v e ry  n a tu re  o l th a t id e o ­

logy, i t  sen t m any o t its  le a d in g  y o u n g  ta le n ts  to  Pa lestine . In  th e  V iln a  re g io n , by  c o n ­

tra s t, th e re  was easy and c o n s ta n t c o n ta c t w i th  th e  g re a t cen te rs  o t Y id d is h  c u ltu re  in  

P o land , espec ia lly  W arsaw. Second, b e a rin g  in  m in d  th a t no n e  o t th e  g re a t b u ild e rs  o t 

Y id d is h  s c h o la rs h ip  in  V iln a  w e re  na tives o f th e  c ity  b u t  had m ig ra te d  th e re  a f te r  th e  

end o f  th e  h irs t  W o r ld  W ar, i t  is im p o r ta n t  to  t r y  to  u n d e rs ta n d  th e ir  cho ice . V iln a  had 

a m ag ic  a t tra c t io n  fo r  y o u n g  scho la rs and w r ite rs  th a t K ovna  ju s t  d id  n o t. T h e  ro m a n ­

t ic  sta tus o f  th e  Je ru sa le m  o f L ith u a n ia  and its  c o m p a c t Jew ish  c iv i liz a t io n , w h a t w ith  

som e s ix ty  to  seventy  th o u s a n d  m o s tly  u n a s s im ila te d  Y id d is h  spe a k in g  Jew ish  re s i­

d e n ts , are s o m e tim e s  m e n tio n e d  in  th is  c o n n e c tio n . T h e re  m ay be a n o th e r, m o re  

p ra c tic a l fa c to r. N o n e  o f  th e  Y id d is h  sch o la rs  w h o  s e tt le d  in  V iln a  g re w  u p  o n  

L ith u a n ia n  spe ak ing  te r r i to r y .  T h e y  e ith e r  a lread y  k n e w  P o lish  ( th e  o f f ic ia l and  m a ­

jo r i t y  language in  th e  V iln a  re g io n  d u r in g  th a t p e r io d ) ,  o r  c o u ld  le a rn  i t  q u ic k ly  b e in g  

speakers o f  R uss ian , B e la ru s ia n  and  o th e r  S lavic languages and d ia le c ts . T h e  la rg e ly  

u n re la te d  L ith u a n ia n  language o f th e  n e w  Kaunas based L ith u a n ia n  re p u b lic ,  w h ic h  

fo r  th e m  w o u ld  have been e x o t ic ,  m ay w e ll have scared th e m  o ff. T hese  w e re  p e o p le

293
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w h o  w a n te d  to  “ h i t  th e  g ro u n d  r u n n in g ”  and b e co m e  im m e rs e d  in  b u ild in g  

th e  in s t i tu t io n s  o f m o d e rn  Y id d is h  s ch o la rsh ip .

Be th a t  as i t  may, th e re  w e re  to  be sure  in d iv id u a l Y id d is h  scho la rs  in  

in d e p e n d e n t L ith u a n ia , a ll na tive  speakers o f L ith u a n ia n . T h e  m os t fam ous was 

Y ud l M a rk  (1 8 9 7 — 1 9 7 5 ), a na tive  o f Palonge (Palanga, o n  L ith u a n ia ’s B a ltic  

coast) w h o  fo u n d e d  a n u m b e r  o f Y id d is h  schoo ls , e le m e n ta ry  and secondary , 

in  L ith u a n ia  (an d  som e in  n e ig h b o r in g  L a tv ia ). M o s t fam ous ly , he b u i l t  th e  

Y id d is h  gimnazye  in  V i lk o m f r  (U k m e rg e , L ith u a n ia )  in to  an in te rn a t io n a lly  

acc la im e d  in s t i tu t io n .  D u r in g  a ll those  years o f in te n s iv e  in s t i tu t io n  b u ild in g ,  

he was also ta k in g  no tes  o n  th e  m a n y  s u b d ia le c ts  w i th in  L ith u a n ia n  Y id d is h  

and  b e c o m in g  a m a s te r d ia le c to lo g is t  and p h ilo lo g is t .  I Ie  c o n tr ib u te d  to  aca­

d e m ic  jo u rn a ls  in  V iln a , W arsaw  and  b e yo n d .

In  th e  la te  19 30s, M a rk  m oved  to  N e w  Y ork , and becam e a le ad e r o f th e  

la rgest Y id d is h  scho o l system  th e re . In  1951 he p u b lis h e d  h is  m a s te rly  Undzer 

Ktvisher yi'dish ( “ O u r  L ith u a n ia n  Y id d is h ” ) in  a c o m m e m o ra t iv e  b o o k  o n  

L ith u a n ia n  Jew ry. In  was in  th e  e a rly  1950s th a t he began to  w o rk  tire le s s ly  on  

h is  d re a m  o f a m assive, new, u n a b r id g e d , m u lt iv o lu m e  Y id d is h  d ic t io n a ry . Me 

was th e  in i t ia to r ,  e d ito r  and  c h ie f c o m p ile r  o f th e  p ro je c t ,  c a lle d  Groyser 

verterbukh jun deryid isher shprakh o r  Great D ic tiona ry  o f  the Yiddish Language. In  

h is la te r years he rese ttle d  in  Je rusa lem  to  devote  h im se lf e n tire ly  to  the  p ro je c t. 

A t  th e  t im e  o f h is dea th  in  19 75 , th re e  massive vo lum es  had been p u b lis h e d  ( in  

19 61 , 19 66  and 1 9 7 1 ), and a n o th e r, th a t he le f t  ready  fo r  th e  press, appeared  

in  1 9 8 0 . T h e  p ro je c t  c o n t in u e d  fo r  som e years u n d e r  th e  le a d e rs h ip  o f P ro ­

fesso r W o lf  M o s k o v ic h  o f th e  H e b re w  U n iv e rs ity  o f Je ru sa le m  and o th e r  Y id ­

d ish  scho la rs .

D u r in g  h is  years in  V i lk o m ir  in  th e  1920s, M a rk  succeeded in  in s p ir in g  

to  Y id d is h  p h ilo lo g y  a y o u n g  te a c h e r  o f th e  L i th u a n ia n  la ng uag e  in  th e  

gim nazye  w h e re  th e y  b o th  w o rk e d . H is  

nam e was C h a tz k e l L e m c h e n , w h o  h a ile d  

f ro m  P op ilan  (P ap ile ) and Z hag e r (Zagare) 

in  n o r th e r n  L ith u a n ia .  T h e  y o u n g  L e m ­

chen  —  k n o w n  as C hacke lis  Lem chenas in  

L ith u a n ia n  —  had b e com e  s o m e th in g  o f a 

sen sa tio n  a t K aunas U n iv e rs ity  w h e n  th e  

g re a t s c h o la r o f th e  L ith u a n ia n  language,

Jonas Jab lo nsk is  (1 8 6 1  — 1 9 3 0 ), a n n o u n ­

ced to  a pa cked  le c tu re  h a ll th a t  o n ly  th e  

Jew ish  s tu d e n t Lem chenas had “ p laced  a ll

Yudl M .itk



th e  accents c o r re c t ly . ”  W h e n  th e  V i lk o m ir  Jew ish  s e c o n d a ry  scho o l —  Y ud l 

M a r k ’syimnazye —  was in  som e tro u b le  lo r  its  less th a n  e x c e lle n t s tandards  in  

L ith u a n ia n  language, M a rk  persuaded the  yo u n g  Le m che n  to  com e and jo in  the  

(acu ity . 11 is l i r s t  task was to  in tc n s iy c ly  t r a in  a ll th e  p u p ils  to  pass th e ir  

L ith u a n ia n  e x a m in a tio n s  th a t te rm . A n d  the y  d id .

Le m che n  m ade th e  s tudy  o l th e  lin g u is t ic  con tac ts  be tw ee n  Y id d is h  and 

L ith u a n ia n  in to  one  o l h is  l i le ’ s p ro je c ts . H e  s u ry iy e d  th e  K oyna  G h e tto  and 

D a cha u  and  a l te r  th e  w a r  becam e a le a d in g  p h ilo lo g is t  in  L ith u a n ia ,  bes t 

k n o w n  lo r  h is  L ith u a n ia n -R u s s ia n  and R u s s ia n -L ith u a n ia n  d ic t io n a r ie s .  

T h ro u g h  a m assiye e l lo r t  he m anaged to  ge t h is b o o k  on  th e  L ith u a n ia n  in f lu ­

ence on  L ith u a n ia n  Y id d is h  p u b lis h e d  in  1 9 7 0 , n o t  a 

m ean a c c o m p lis h m e n t in  S oy ie t t im e s . In  th e  e a rly  

199 0s , L e m ch e n , a p p ro a c h in g  his n in e tie th  b ir th d a y , 

p re p a re d  a n e w  and exp a n d e d  y e rs io n  o l h is  s tu d y  in  

Y id d is h . I t  appeared  as th e  lead w o rk  in  Oxford Yiddish 

I I I  ( 1 9 9 5 ) .  T h ro u g h o u t  th e  decade , and  u p  to  h is  

de a th  a t th e  end  o l 2 0 0 1 , a t th e  age o l n in e ty -s e y e n , 

L e m c h e n , a t h is  m o d e s t h o m e  in  th e  q u ie t  Z ye ryn a s  

s e c tio n  o l V iln iu s ,  re m a in e d  a s ym b o l o l th e  s u ry iv a l 

o l L ith u a n ia n  Y id d is h  s c h o la rs h ip  in to  th e  n e w  c e n ­

tu ry . S cho lars f ro m  la r  and w id e  cam e to  s it d o w n  and 

ta lk  o ye r th is  o r  th a t d e ta il o l Y id d is h  p h ilo lo g y ’.

( I I  I I \ l  ( II l \  \ s
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In the United States

F or all its streng th  in  num bers and increasing w ea lth , and the  lu x u ry  o f l i \ in g  in  a to le ­

ra n t and free c o u n try  (and in  p a rt because o f the  assim ila tion the reby accelerated), the 

A m e rica n  Jew ish c o m m u n ity  was n o t, by  and large, in te rested in  Y idd ish  and hast 

huropean Jewish cu ltu re . T he  tra d itio n a lly  o rth o d o x  con tin u e d  to  speak the language, 

and fro m  the 1960s on w a rd , sm all g roups o f secular un ive rs ity  students have been a t­

tracted to  Y idd ish . In  recent decades, there  has been a m arked deve lopm en t o f u n ive r­

s ity program s in  Y idd ish  studies, rang ing  fro m  p o p u la r e lem en ta ry  courses in  the lan­

guage' to  professorships at a num ber of leading institu tions, inc lud ing  C o lum b ia , I Iarvard 

and the state universities o f Ind iana (at B l(X )m ington), O h io  (at C o lum bu s), and C a lifo r- 

n ia (at Los Angeles). T he  m a jo r resource ce n te r in te rn a tio n a lly  con tinu es  to  be the  

V iln a -fo u n d e d  Y ivo In s titu te  fo r  Jew ish Research in  N e w  York. I t  was the  escape fro m  

H urope o f its  founde r, M a x  W e in re ic h , th a t led to  the  rise o f the  fie ld  in  A m erica .

W h e n  w a r b ro k e  o u t  o n  1 S e p te m b e r 1 9 39 , M a x  W e in re ic h  and his e ld e r 

son U r ie l w e re  in  C openhagen, en ro u te  to  the  In te rn a t io n a l Congress of L ingu is ts  

in  B russe ls. W e in re ic h  never re tu rn e d  to  V iln a . H e  and U r ie l w e re  re u n ite d  w ith  

R eg ina  and  th e ir  y o u n g e r son G a b rie l (G a b i)  in  N e w r Y o rk  in  19 40 . M a x  

W e in re ic h  im m e d ia te ly  set a b o u t b u ild in g  th e  A m e ric a n  sec tio n  o f th e  Y ivo  in to  

its  in te rn a tio n a l headqua rte rs . A f te r  the  H o lo c a u s t, in  the  la te  1940s, m any o f the  

Y ivo  treasu res  th e  N az is  had p ilfe re d  ( fo r  th e ir  m u se u m  o f an “ e x t in c t  ra ce ” ), 

w e re  re tu rn e d  to  Y ivo , th a n k s  to  th e  in te rv e n t io n  o f th e  A m e r ic a n  s e c re ta ry  o f 

sta te . T h e  s to ry  is to ld  in  L u cy  D a w id o w ic z ’s From that Time and Place (1 9 8 9 ) ,  

w h ic h  also te lls  o f h e r yea r in  V iln a  (1 9  3 8 -1 9  39) as a s tu d e n t o f th e  Y ivo  ju s t  b e ­

fo re  th e  o u tb re a k  o f w ar.

O th e r  treasures fro m  the  Y ivo  and o th e r  co lle c tio n s , i t  tu rn s  o u t, le f t  b e h in d  

in  V iln iu s , w e re  rescued f ro m  be in g  recyc led to  Soviet pape r m ills  by  the  b ra ve ry  o f 

the  L ith u a n ia n  scho la r D r. A n  tanas U lp is , d ire c to r  o f the  L ith u a n ia n  N a tio n a l B oo k  

C ham ber.



In  the  U n ite d  States the  Y ivo  was e ve n tua lly  renam ed  the  Y ivo  In ­

s t itu te  lo r  Jew ish Research, and W c in rc ic h  rem a ine d  at its  he lm  u n t i l  h is 

dea th  in  1969 . H is  fo u r-v o lu m e  m as te rp ie ce , Geshikhte fun  deryi'disher 

shprakh ( “ I I is to r v  o f the  Y id d is h  Language” ) appeared p o s th u m o u s ly  in  

N e w  Y ork  in  197 L  A  p a rtia l k n g lis h  tra n s la t io n  was p u b lish e d  in  1980 , 

and Y ivo , in  p a rtn e rs h ip  w ith  Yale U n iv e rs ity  Press, b ro u g h t o u t th e  e n ­

t ire  w o rk  in  h n g lish  in  2 0 0 8 .

M a x  W e in re ic h ’ s yo u n g e r son is P ro fessor G a b rie l W e in re ic h  o f 

the  U n iv e rs ity  o f M ic h ig a n  at A n n  A rb o r , an acc la im ed  spec ia lis t on  the  

physics o l m us ica l in s tru m e n ts . I le  is k n o w n  in  th e  w o r ld  o f Y id d is h  fo r  

h is le c tu res  on  “ G ro w in g  up  Y id d ish  in  V iln a .”

In te lle c tu a lly , Y id d is h  s tud ies  at A m e r ic a n  u n iv e rs itie s  can be tra ce d  

la rge ly  to  M a x  W e in re ic h ’s e ld e r son, U r ie l.  B o rn  in  V iln a  in  1926 , he was to  

becom e, in  A m e ric a , a w o r ld  class m aste r in  genera l lin g u is tics . 11 is Languages in 

Contact (N e w  Y ork 195 } )  rem a ins  a classic. U r ie l W e in re ic h  was a p p o in te d  p ro ­

fessor of Y id d is h  at C o lu m b ia  U n iv e rs ity  in  N e w  Y ork  and p u b lis h e d  several 

dozen sem ina l papers in  Y id d is h  lin g u is tic s  w h ic h  estab lished th e  in te lle c tu a l 

fo u n d a tio n , in  L n g lish , fo r  the  fie ld  o f Y id d is h  scho la rsh ip  to  g ro w  in  the  w est.

I he you ng e r W e in re ic h  also estab lished the  basis fo r  in c lu s io n  o l Y id d ish  

language studies in  N o r th  A m e rica n  un ive rs ities  (and eventua lly  w o r ld w id e ) . I lis  

C'allege Yiddish, w h ic h  firs t appeared in  1949, and has rem a ined  in  p r in t  ever since, 

enab led the  in tro d u c t io n  of Y id d ish  language courses in  A m e ric a n  u n ive rs itie s  

(s o m e th in g  th a t had p re v iou s ly  been m o re  o r  less u n th in k a b le , g iven the  m any 

p re jud ice s  against Y id d ish  in  the  A m e rica n  Jew ish e s ta b lishm en t). I t  to o k  several 

decades (!) lo r  the  b o o k  to  becom e w id e ly  used on  A m e rica n  college campuses.

In  1954 , he launched  the  Field o f  Yiddish series o f occasiona l vo lum es c o n ­

ta in in g  w o rk s  o l scho la rs on  va rious  issues of Y id d is h  s tud ies (c o v e rin g  lin g u is ­

tics , li te ra tu re ,  fo lk lo re ,  b ib lio g ra p h y  and m o re ) . A n d  d u r in g  h is last 

years —  he d ied  of cancer at the  age o f fo r ty  in  1967 —  he co m p le te d  his 

English-Yiddish Yiddish-English D ictionary  w h ic h  appeared p o s th u m o u s ly  in  

1968 , co p u b lish e d  bv  Y ivo . I t  has been a s tandard  Y id d is h  d ic t io n a ry  fo r  

u n iv e rs ity  s tud en ts  o f Y id d is h  ever since.

I lis  m ost fa r-re a c h in g  p ro je c t was a new  Language and Culture Atlas 

of Ashkenazic Jewry, c o v e rin g  a ll o f the  h is to r ic  te r r i t o r y  o f Y id d is h  in  h u -  

ro p e  (see m ap on  p. 4 9 ). A n  A m e ric a n  b o rn  scho lar, Jean Jo fen , had d e ­

m on s tra ted  in  he r 195 5 d o c to ra l thesis th a t it  was poss ib le  to  c rea te  Y id ­

d is h  l in g u is t ic  atlases even a l te r  th e  H o lo c a u s t .  T h e  a u th o r  o f th e  

p re s e n t v o lu m e  is at w o rk  on  an in -s itu  p ro je c t  l im ite d  to  th e  t e r r i t o r y

M .i\  W e im ckh  
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A 1990s volume of the 

renewed Yivo bleter in 

New  York

o f  th e  L ith u a n ia n  Y id d is h  d ia le c ts  (h ttp :/ /w w w .d o v id k a tz .n e t /W e b A t la s /  

A da sS am p les .h tm  ).

U r ie l W e in re ic h  d iv id e d  th e  ta rg e t t e r r i t o r y  in to  a g r id  and sough t o u t  

in fo rm a n ts  in  A m e ric a  and  Is ra e l w h o  h a ile d  f r o m  each p a r t  o f  th a t  g r id .  O v e r 

s ix  h u n d re d  ex te ns ive  in te rv ie w s  y ie ld e d  a mass o f in fo rm a t io n ,  m u c h  o f i t  in  

response to  h is  d e ta ile d  q u e s tio n n a ire , i ts e lf  an in tr ic a te  w o rk .  T h re e  vo lu m e s  

o f  th e  atlas have appeared  (1 9 9 2 , 19 95 , 2 0 0 0 ) and  m o re  are in  p rogress. A f te r  

h is dea th , th e  p ro je c t was d ire c te d  b y  h is p u p il M a rv in  I. H e rzo g . I t  is n o w  b e in g  

le d  in  G e rm a n y  b y  U lr ik e  K ie fe r, R o b e rt N e u m a n n  and o th e r  scho la rs, and is 

b e in g  m ade available o n lin e  (h ttp ://w w w .e y d e s .d e /).

In  re c e n t years, th e  Y iv o  has u n d e rg o n e  s ig n if ic a n t 

g ro w th  and d e v e lo p m e n t, and  i t  re m a in s  th e  w o r ld ’s c e n tra l 

re s o u rc e  c e n te r  fo r  scho la rs  o f  Y id d is h  and  Las t E u ro p e a n  

Jew ish  c u ltu re .  In  2 0 0 8 , i t  p u b lis h e d  th e  extens ive  tw o  v o l­

u m e  Yivo Encyclopedia o jJew s in  Eastern Europe, e d ite d  b y  

G ershon  D a v id  H u n d e r t.  In  the  1990s, i t  launched a renew ed 

Yivo bleter series e d ite d  b y  P ro fe sso r D a v id  E. E ishm an  o f th e  

Jew ish T h e o lo g ic a l S e m in a ry  o f A m e ric a . A t  p re s e n t, th re e  

im p re ss ive  vo lu m e s  have ap pe ared . T h e  e d ito r  is an A m e r i­

can Y id d is h  scho la r, P ro fe s s o r D a v id  E. F is h m a n  o f  th e  Je ­

w is h  T h e o lo g ic a l S e m in a ry  in  N e w  Y o rk .

In  a d d it io n  to  in s t i tu t io n s  d e d ic a te d  to  Y id d is h  and  

East E u ro p e a n  Je w ish  s tu d ie s , th e re  are a n u m b e r  o f  in d i ­

v id u a l L itv a k s  w h o  c o n t in u e  to  c o n tr ib u te  p ro lif ic a lly .  O n e  

o f  th e  be s t k n o w n  is B e n ja m in  H ru s h o v s k i,  w h o  was b o rn  

in  V iln a  in  19 28 , and  liv e d  in  Is rae l m a n y  years b e fo re  ta k in g  

u p  h is  p ro fe s s o rs h ip  a t Yale U n iv e rs ity  in  N e w  H a ve n , C o n ­

n e c t ic u t .  D e s p ite  th e  ty p ic a lly  Is ra e li na m e  change to  

H a rsh a v  he c o n t in u e s  to  be k n o w n  b y  m a n y  as “ H ru s h o v s k i. ”  H is  fa th e r  was 

on e  o f  th e  tea che rs  b ro u g h t f r o m  U k ra in e  b y  S o fia  G u re v its h  to  tea ch  in  h e r  

V iln a  se c o n d a ry  sch o o l (see p . 2 7 8 ) and h is  m o th e r , lo v in g ly  k n o w n  b y  h e r p u ­

p ils  as D i lererke Freydke’s, was one o f  th e  best k n o w n  teachers  in  Y id d is h  V iln a .

H e  is a to p  scho la r o f  b o th  Y id d ish  and H e b re w  lite ra tu re  (q u ite  u n iq u e ly  

in  m o d e rn  t im e s ) , in  a d d it io n  to  w r i t in g  p o e t r y  in  b o th  languages (even m o re  

u n iq u e ) . H e  and  h is  w ife  B a rb a ra  are c o n s id e re d  th e  f in e s t tra n s la to rs  o f  Y id ­

d is h  verse in to  E n g lish . T h e y  are b es t k n o w n  fo r  th e ir  an tho logy , American Yid­

dish Poetry (B e rk e le y  1 9 8 6 ). T h e y  p ro d u c e d  a m assive e d it io n  o f  H e rm a n  

K r u k ’ s V iln a  G h e tto  d ia ry  ( The Last Days o f  the Jerusalem o f  L ith u a n ia , 2 0 0 2 ) .

Benjamin Hrushovski

(Harshav)
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Tim es of Revolution

W h ile  a m a jo r ity  o f U k ra in ia n  J e w ry  and q u ite  a 

n u m b e r  o f P olish Jews cam e u n d e r th e  ru le  o f th e  

e xp a n d e d  R ussian H m p ire  a f te r  th e  th re e  p a r t i ­

t io n s  o f P o land (1 7 7 2 , 179? and 1 7 9 5 ), v ir tu a lly  

a ll L ith u a n ia n  Jews —  the  L itvaks  —  becam e p a r t 

o f C a th e r in e  th e  G re a t ’ s e x p a n d in g  Russian E m ­

p ire .  T h e  g lo ry  o f G e d v m in ’ s and  W i t o ld ’ s 

m u l t ic u l tu r a l is t  to le ra n c e , o f th e  a u to n o m o u s  

Jew ish C’o u n c il o f L ith u a n ia  and o f the  apex o f the  

e p o c h  —  th e  G ao n  o f V iln a  and  h is  he ave n ly  

s c h o la rly  c o u r t  —  a ll had to  adap t ra p id ly  to  th e  

ne w  exa ris t re g im e  w h ic h  c o u ld  th in k  a b o u t such 

th in gs  o n ly  in  te rm s  o f “ the  Jew ish p ro b le m .”  T h e  

n e w  re g im e  has tened  to  im p o se  a series o f d is ­

c r im in a to ry ,  d e b ilita t in g  and h u m ilia t in g  laws. A t 

th e  sam e t im e ,  th e  R uss ian  p e r io d  was o n e  o f 

s teady p o p u la t io n  g ro w th  and o f e n o rm o u s  c u l­

tu ra l and l i te ra ry  c re a tiv ity  in  th e  face o f ad ve rs ity  

T h e  lega l h is to r y  o f th e  e d ic ts , th e ir  o cca ­

s iona l reversa ls, and th e  ups and d o w n s  o f o f f ic ia l 

and d a ily  li fe  are w e ll d o c u m e n te d  in  m any h is to ­

ries o f the  Jews in  the  Russian H m p ire . Lach event 

is u s u a lly  assoc ia ted  w i th  th e  re ig n in g  czar, o n  

w hose  w a tc h  i t  was en ac ted . W h ile  each ep iso de

is v e ry  c o m p le x , th e  c r u x  o f th e  n e w gzeyre (Y id ­

d ish  fo r  “ ha rsh  d e c re e ” ) was in  each case a ll to o  

s ta rk  and s im p le .

In  a series o f e d ic ts  d u r in g  C a th e r in e  th e  

G re a t ’ s re ig n  (1 7 6 2 — 1 7 9 6 ), th e  Pale o f S e tt le ­

m e n t was c re a te d . O n  th e  on e  h a n d , th e  Pale a f­

f irm e d  th e  r ig h t  o f th e  Jews to  re m a in  re s id e n t in  

th e  areas w h e re  th e y  had been  liv in g  fo r  g e n e ra ­

t io n s  and w h ic h  had n o w  c o m e  in to  th e  R ussian 

H m p ire . In  a fe w  cases, c z a ris t p o lic ie s  even p e r ­

m it te d  s e tt le m e n t in  c e r ta in  o th e r  areas ( fo r  e x ­

a m p le  th e  u n in h a b ite d  steppes o f th e  B la c k  Sea 

shores). In  gene ra l, how ever, i t  fo rb a d e  m ig ra t io n  

w i th in  th e  R ussian H m p ire  f r o m  th e  p re v io u s ly  

s e ttle d  area, w h ic h  becam e , in  a series o f e d ic ts  

s ta r t in g  in  17 91 , th e  “ Jew ish  p a r t  o f R uss ia .”  I t  is 

h o w e v e r im p o r ta n t ,  f ro m  th e  v ie w p o in t  o f c u l­

tu ra l h is to ry , to  n o te  th a t th e  t r a d i t io n a l Jew ish  

na m e  fo r  th e  Pale is tkhum-hamoyshev, w h ic h  is 

n e u tra l,  o r  even w a rm , in  its  n u a n c in g . T e ll in g  

p e o p le  th e y  m u s t liv e  w h e re  th e y  have a lw ays 

liv e d ,  w h i le  fa r  f r o m  a tw e n ty - f i r s t  c e n tu r y  

c o n c e p tu a liz a t io n  o f h u m a n  r ig h ts ,  was n o t  a ll 

th a t  bad  c o m p a re d  to  a seco nd  p ie c e  o f “ Jew ish
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iqeHia bo«n. 

cm CT’O m«S»e
tpODKI)

Ilouna fliia JTeflHnK-b flia oxiaatACHia
KyXOHfc. H1U1RT. H C ttCTH  n p o j .

nyjB-mj tpajnya cm Byecac •»•£ ycoac a jia nnpro -ve iranm*1? a 
J»3yp D'̂ ao

©DovidKatz 2004
Cartography by Giedre Bcconyte

The Pale o f  Settlem ent w ith in  R ussia in  th e  19th C entury  

L ithuanian Jew ry  w ith in  th e  Pale
Scale 1 :35,000,000



le g is la t io n ”  in  C a th e r in e ’ s years. T h a t  was th e  

decree  o t 17 9 4  s u b je c tin g  sub je c ts  o f th e  Jew ish  

fa ith  to  double ta x a tio n .  I t  is h a rd  to  im a g in e  a 

m o re  ig n o m in io u s  and p e rso n a lly  da m ag ing  fo rm  

o f su d d e n ly  d im in is h e d  c it iz e n s h ip .

T h e  b r ie f  re ig n  o f Paul I (1 7 9 6 — 1 8 0 1 ), 

th o u g h  n o t  a h a pp y  on e  in  R ussian h is to ry  (e n ­

d in g  as i t  d id  in  h is  assa ss in a tio n ), is u s u a lly  

th o u g h t o f as a re s p ite  fo r  th e  Jews o f th e  Pale. H e  

p e r m it te d  Jew ish  s e t t le m e n t in  C o u r la n d , and  

g ra n te d  th e  Jews th e re  b o th  c it iz e n s h ip  and  m u ­

n ic ip a l r ig h ts . H e  m ade i t  m o re  d i f f ic u lt  fo r  b lo o d  

lib e ls  to  be in f l ic te d ,  and res is ted  th e  a n ti-J e w is h  

re c o m m e n d a tio n s  o f th e  J e w -b a it in g  S e n a to r 

D e rz h a v in .

T h e  re s p ite , as i t  w e re , c o n t in u e d  d u r in g  

m o s t o f th e  re ig n  o f A le x a n d e r I (1 8 0 1  — 1 8 2 5 ), 

an a d m ire r  o f Rousseau. A n  o rd e r  o f 1802  le d  to  

th e  e n a c tm e n t o l 18 04 , w h ic h  p e rm it te d  Jews to  

bu y  and re n t  la nd  and to  e n te r  a ll e d u c a tio n a l in ­

s t itu t io n s  fro m  e le m e n ta ry  schoo l th ro u g h  to  u n i­

versity. I le  even p e rm it te d  business t r ip s  o u ts id e  

the  Pale (as lo n g  as Jews w o re  “ G e rm a n  c lo th in g ,”  

th e  sam e m o d e rn  a t t ir e  p o p u la r  a m o n g  

M a s k ilim ) . T h e  “ d o u b le  edged s w o rd ”  e ffe c t can ­

n o t  be ne g le c te d  he re . N o r  can th e  co n ve rg ence  

o f these b e n e v o le n t c z a r is t g i f ts  w i th  m a s k ilic  

p re fe re n c e . M a n v  in  th e  c z a r ’ s c o u r t  a im e d  at as­

s im ila t in g  th e  Jews. T h e  n o t io n  o f a Jew  a t te n d ­

in g  secu la r and o v e rw h e lm in g ly  C h r is tia n  ed uca ­

t io n a l in s t i tu t io n s  in s te ad  o f th e  t r a d it io n a l J e w ­

ish schoo ls  was n o t  a p r iv ile g e  b u t  a c a ta s tro p h e  

fo r  th e  average t ra d i t io n a lly  re lig io u s  Jew ish  fa ­

m ily . F o r th e  M a s k il im  i t  was, bv  c o n tra s t, a p r iv i ­

lege to  be fo u g h t fo r. T h is  “ c z a r is t-m a s k ilic  p a c t,”  

as w e  have seen, was an e x p l ic i t  one . A le x a n d e r I 

is k n o w n  fo r  h is  c o m m e n t: “ I f  as a re s u lt  o f m y  

e ffo r ts  to  im p ro v e  th e ir  c o n d it io n ,  I w e re  to  suc ­

ceed in  p ro d u c in g  a s in g le  M e n d e ls s o h n  f ro m  

a m o n g  a ll R ussian Jews, I w o u ld  fee l v e ry  m u c h  

re w a rd e d .”  T h e  re fe re n c e  is o f cou rse  to  M oses 

M e n de lssoh n , fo u n d e r and leader o f the  G e rm a n - 

Jew ish  h n lig h te n m e n t m o v e m e n t (see p. 2 0 5 ).

N everthe less, he goes d o w n  as a be ne vo le n t 

m o n a rc h , n o t least because o f th e  repea l o f d o u b le  

ta x a tio n  (1 8 1 7 )  and  h is  d o n a tio n  o f th re e  th o u ­

sand ru b le s  to w a rd  th e  c o n s tru c t io n  o f th e  Je w ­

ish H o s p ita l in  V iln a , and  fu r th e r  c o n tr ib u t io n s  

to w a rd  its  m a in te n a n ce . In  18 18, he a rra ng ed  fo r  

Jew ish  re p re se n ta tive s  to  res ide  at St. P e te rsbu rg  

to  be o n  h a n d  to  p a r t ic ip a te  in  d is c u s s io n s  o n  

Jew ish  a ffa irs . T h e  d e p u tie s  e lec ted  at V iln a  w e re  

a ll L itvaks : Z u n d l S o n e n b e rg o f G ro d n a ; B eynush 

B ara tz  o f V ite b s k ; M ik h l  L is e n s h ta t o f M o h ile v . 

T h e re  was, h o w e ve r, a s o u r n o te . To c o v e r th e  

expenses o f the  rep resen ta tives, sacred o rn a m e n ts  

f ro m  th e  a t t ire  w o rn  o n  th e  D a v  o f A to n e m e n t 

w e re  a p p ro p r ia te d .

A t th e  e n d , ho w e ver, even th is  “ l ib e r ta r ­

ia n ”  m ade an a b o u t- fa c e , and  h is  las t fe w  years 

w e re  m a rk e d  by  rep ress ive  m easures, in c lu d in g  a 

ban  o n  p e rm a n e n t s e tt le m e n t in  Russia (1 8 2 4 ) .  

M o s t h a rm fu l o f a ll was th e  e d ic t o f 1825 le g is la t­

in g  th e  e x p u ls io n  o t Jews w h o  liv e d  in  th e  c o u n ­

t ry s id e  and in  th e  h a m le ts  (yishuvim ) to  th e  c it ie s  

and  m o s t ly  to  th e  to w n le ts  (shtetlakh, o r  s h te tls , 

as p e r  c u r r e n t  H n g lis h  usage). I t  was o n e  o f a 

se ries  o f n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  e d ic ts  (s o m e tim e s
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e n fo rc e d , som e tim es  ig n o re d ) fo rc in g  Jews o u t o f 

ru ra l ha b ita ts  in to  th e  to w n s . G iven  th e  lo n g  Jew ­

ish h is to ry  o f e x p u ls io n s , th is  was a p a r t ic u la r ly  

p a in fu l b low . D o u b le  ta x a tio n  was “ re p la c e d ”  by 

“ spec ia l Jew ish  ta xe s .”

V arious laws had been passed ove r the  years 

against the  t ra d it io n a l Jew ish v o c a tio n  o f ru n n in g  

in n s  and  p u bs  and  d is t i l l in g  a lc o h o l, and aga inst 

the  tra d it io n a l Jew ish ro le  o f se rv ing  as leaseholder 

o f th e  lo rd ,  th e  s o -c a lle d  Jew ish  m id d le m a n  b e ­

tw e e n  th e  lo rd s  and th e  peasantry.

M a tte rs  w o rs e n e d  d u r in g  th e  in fa m o u s  

th ir t y  year re ig n  o f N ich o la s  I (1 8 2 5  to  18 55 ). H is  

opp ress ive  ru le  was d isas trou s  fo r  th e  vast m a jo r ­

ity  o f res iden ts  o f Russia, L o r  th e  Jew s specia l t o r ­

tu re s  w e re  in  s to re  a m o n g  th e  s ix  h u n d re d  o r  so 

“ Jew ish  la w s ”  passed d u r in g  h is  ru le .  T h e re  was 

a c o n sc io u s  cam p a ig n  to  “ d im in is h ”  th e  n u m b e r  

o f Jews, m o s tly  by  en c o u ra g in g  b a p tism . B ap tized  

Jews, fo r  e x a m p le , w e re  e x e m p t n o t  o n ly  f ro m  

d o u b le  ta x a tio n , b u t  f ro m  a ll ta x a tio n  fo r  th re e  

years. In  1 8 2 7 , th e  Jew ish  e x e m p tio n  f ro m  m i l i ­

ta r y  s e rv ic e  ( fo r  p a y m e n t o f a spe c ia l ta x ) was 

rep e a le d  w ith  a vengeance . Jew ish  boys as y o u n g  

as tw e lv e  w e re  ta ke n  fo r  tw e n ty - f iv e  years o f ser­

v ice , and  th e  p r o p o r t io n  o f th e  p o p u la t io n  so 

ta ke n  w as f a r g re a te r th a n  th a t in  fo rc e  fo r  C h r is ­

tia n s . T h e  o b lig a t io n  to  m ake  u p  n u m b e rs  fe ll on  

the  o rg an ized  Jew ish c o m m u n it ie s  o f each loca le , 

and th e  re s u lt w as th e  rise  o f th e  ha ted  khaper ( l i t ­

e ra lly  “ c a tc h e r” ) w h o  w o u ld  in  e ffe c t k id n a p  c h i l­

d re n  to  p ro v id e  the  quo ta . These u n fo r tu n a te  c h i l­

d re n , m any o f w h o m  d ie d  o f abuse and s ta rva tio n , 

becam e k n o w n  as kantomstn ( “ c a n to n is ts ” ), a

w o rd  d e rive d  fro m  th e  ca n to n m e n ts  w h ic h  w e re  

supposed  to  be b a rra c k s  fo r  th e  c h i ld re n  o f s o l­

d ie rs  (and  ended  u p  b e in g  used fo r  c h ild -s o ld ie rs  

them selves). M o re o ve r, in  1844 , the  legal status of 

th e  o rg a n ize d  Jew ish c o m m u n ity  o r  kohol (kaha l) 

was a b o lis h e d .

I t  is in te re s t in g  th a t  N ic h o la s ’ s e d u c a tio n  

ch ie fs  fo u n d  i t  necessary to  m e d d le  in t im a te ly  in  

Jew ish  e d u c a tio n . V a rio u s  o f th e  M a s k i l im  had 

“ e x p la in e d ”  to  th e ir  g o v e rn m e n t c o n ta c ts  th a t 

r e fo rm  o f th e  t ra d it io n a l Jew ish e d u c a tio n  w o u ld  

p ro d u c e  ju s t  th e  k in d  o f Jew  th e  R ussian re g im e  

w a n te d . In  th e  t im e  o f N ic h o la s  I,  th e  re g im e  

e m p lo y e d  a m o d e rn  ra b b i f r o m  Germany to  “ p u t  

th in g s  in  o rd e r .”  H e  was M a x  L il ie n th a l (18 1  5—  

1 8 8 2 ), w h o  had m ove d  to  R iga to  teach  in  a G e r­

m a n ize d  Jew ish  scho o l th e re .

L il ie n th a l s t ru c k  u p  a f r ie n d s h ip  w i th  th e  

c z a r is t M in is te r  fo r  L d u c a t io n ,  S. S. U v a ro v  

(1 7 8 6 — 1 8 5 5 ). U v a ro v  in v ite d  h is  pa l to  advise 

o n  th e  c re a tio n  o f a n e tw o rk  o f g o v e rn m e n t o rg a ­

n ized  Jew ish  schoo ls  in  th e  Pale o f S e ttle m e n t ( to  

be m a in ta in e d  by specia l n e w  taxes on  th e  Jew ish 

p o p u la tio n ) .

O n e  o f th e  c u r io u s  re su lts  o f L i l ie n th a l ’ s 

a c tiv itie s  in  L ith u a n ia  was th e  a tta in m e n t o f a s o rt 

o f fo rm a l peace b e tw e e n  th e  leaders  o f th e  e rs t­

w h ile  b i t t e r  e n e m y  cam p s w i th in  L ith u a n ia n  

J e w ry : M is n a g d im  and H a s id im . W h e n  U v a ro v  

and L i l ie n th a l had set u p  th e ir  e d u c a tio n a l c o m ­

m it te e ,  th e  t ra d it io n a lis ts  jo in e d  fo rce s  ra p id ly . 

T h e  head o f th e  V a lo z h in  yesh iva , th e  le a d in g  

M isn a g d ic  academ y in  th e  V iln a  re g io n , Itse le  (son 

o f C h a im ) V a lozh ine r, sy m b o lic  h e ir  to  th e  G a o n ’s
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legacy, g o t to g e th e r  w i th  th e  t h ir d  L u b a v itc h e r  

R ebbe, M e n a c h e m -M e n d e l S chneersohn , to  head 

to  St. P e te rsb u rg  to g e th e r  to  c o n f ro n t  L i l ie n th a l 

w i th  on e  vo ic e , to  p ro c la im  a u n ite d  f r o n t  in  d e ­

m a n d in g  th a t  th e  Jews be ab le  to  r u n  th e ir  o w n  

sch o o ls  a c c o rd in g  to  th e ir  o w n  t r a d i t io n s  and  

laws. T h a t  was in  M a y  18 43 .

L il ie n th a l’s W a te r lo o  cam e in  —  V iln a . A t 

f ir s t  he co n v in ce d  th e  c o m m u n ity  to  s u p p o rt h is 

ne w  re fo rm e d  ra b b in ic a l co llege  w h e re  T a lm u d ic  

s tud ies w o u ld  be m in im iz e d  o r  phased o u t a lto ­

ge the r, and R ussian and o th e r  secu la r sub jec ts  

phased in . T h e  Russian a u th o r it ie s  and L ilie n th a l,  

w o rk in g  together, tr ie d  to  sof ten  the  im p ac t (de trac­

to rs  w o u ld  say: “ cove r th e ir  tra c k s ”  o r  “ d isgu ise 

th e ir  t ru e  p u rp o s e ” ) by  a tte m p tin g  to  a ttra c t to p  

T a lm u d ic  scho la rs w hose  nam es and re p u ta tio n s  

w o u ld  give the  Jew ish p o p u la tio n  co n fide nce  in  the  

Jew ish  s tud ies c o m p o n e n t o f th e  e n te rp ris e . T h e  

m o s t fam ous s to ry , w h ic h  has com e  d o w n  in  v a r i­

ous ve rs ions , has been m e n tio n e d  above (p . 1 57 ): 

the  a ttem p ts  to  coerce Y isroe l Salanter, the  fo u n d e r 

o f th e  M u s e r m o v e m e n t, w h o  th e n  lived  in  V iln a  

and ran  a yeshiva, in to  te a c h in g  a t th e  n e w  scho o l. 

T h e  en d  re s u lt  was th a t  b o th  S a la n te r and  

L i l ie n th a l le f t ,  S a la n te r because he w o u ld  n o t  

teach th e re , and L ilie n th a l,  because he cam e to  see 

th a t th e  “ p r im it iv e  Jews o f th e  Pale”  has been c o r­

re c t in  s u sp e c tin g  th e  c za ris t g o v e rn m e n t and 

U v a ro v  o f a s p ir in g  to  mass b a p tis m . In  1 8 4 4 , 

L i lie n th a l “ le f t  to w n  be fo re  su n d o w n ,”  and, a fte r  a 

ra b b in ic a l s t in t  in  N e w  Y o rk  eve n tua lly  se ttled  in  

C in c in n a ti w h e re  he was to  h e lp  b u ild  R e fo rm  J u ­

da ism  in  A m e ric a .

A le x a n d e r  th e  S e c o n d ’ s re ig n  (1 8 5 5 —  

1 8 8 1 ) was m o d e ra te  by c o m p a ris o n , and m a rk e d  

by  an a tm o s p h e re  o f inc rease d  to le ra n c e . H e  re ­

pea led th e  w o rs t o f th e  c a n to n is t system  o f c h i ld -  

s o ld ie rs , and  even Jew ish  c o m m u n it ie s  o u ts id e  

th e  Pale e n jo y e d  re la tiv e  peace d u r in g  h is  re ig n . 

M a n y  m o re  Jew ish s tud en ts  w e re  a llo w e d  in to  the  

schoo ls  and u n iv e rs it ie s  a f te r  th e  lib e ra l re fo rm s  

o f 1861 . T h e  n u m b e r o f Jew ish u n iv e rs ity  s tudents  

g re w  f ro m  th e  s ing le  d ig its  in  th e  1840s to  a p ­

p ro x im a te ly  1 ,700  in  the  1880s. T h a t is a v e ry  low' 

p ro p o r t io n  o f th e  c lose to  five m il l io n  Jew ish re s i­

den ts  o f L u ro p e a n  Russia, b u t  a v e ry  h igh  n u m b e r 

c o m p a re d  to  th e  e rs tw h ile  ne a r-ze ro .

B u t c o n c e n tra te d  and  s o m e tim e s  a n c ie n t 

a n ti-J e w is h  fee lings w e re  s t ir re d  in  th e  a fte rm a th  

o f A le x a n d e r IP s  assassination  in  1 8 8 1 , and th e  

age o f p o g ro m s  was un le a sh e d . N e a r ly  a ll to o k  

p lace  in  th e  U k ra in e ,  and  n o n e  in  L ith u a n ia ,  a 

p o in t  w h ic h  L itv a k s  even to d a y  p o in t  to  in  s u p ­

p o r t  o f  th e  n o t io n  th a t in te r fa ith  re la t io n s  w e re  

c o n s is te n tly  b e t te r  in  L ith u a n ia  (u p  to  th e  H o lo ­

caust, th a t is). T h e re  w e re  in d iv id u a l c r im e s  (u su ­

a lly  a rs o n ), b u t  lo c a l a u th o r it ie s  and c o m m u n ity ' 

leaders a like  w o rk e d  to  b r in g  o ffe n d e rs  to  ju s tic e , 

and c la m p e d  d o w n  to  fo re s ta ll d is o rd e rs .

T h e  v io le n ce  o f th e  p o g ro m s  and th e  n u m ­

b e r  o f v ic t im s  seem  in s ig n if ic a n t by  th e  fo llo w in g  

c e n tu r y ’s s tan da rd s  o f ca rnage , b u t  a t th e  t im e , 

th e  spec te r o f m obs ru n n in g  loose, k il l in g ,  m a im ­

in g , lo o t in g ,  ra p in g  and  d e s tro y in g  p ro p e r ty ,  

s o m e tim e s  w ith  th e  to le ra n c e  (o r  c o n n iv a n c e ) o f 

lo ca l p o lic e , sen t a la rm  be lls  r in g in g  th ro u g h o u t  

th e  Jew ish  c o m m u n it ie s  o f Russia . A m o n g  th e



re s u lts  w e re  th e  o n s e t o f mass m ig ra t io n  to  th e  

w e s t; th e  b o ls te r in g  o f th e  n e w  Z io n is t  m o v e ­

m e n t;  an d , a m o n g  th e  vast n u m b e rs  fo r  w h o m  

“ w h e re  y o u  liv e  is h o m e ”  —  th e  ris e  o f th e  J e w ­

ish  la b o r  m o v e m e n t.

In  m an y  ways, th e  Jew ish  la b o r  m o v e m e n t 

was o n e  o f th e  u n i l in e a r  o u tg ro w th s  o f th e  

H a s k a la h . B y  th e n , a fe w  g e n e ra t io n s  o f 

M a s k i l im  had p ro d u c e d  p e o p le  w h o  w e re  ra th e r  

less fe a r fu l o f ig n o r in g  J e w is h  re l ig io u s  t r a d i ­

t io n s ,  and  w h o se  e n t ire  p e rs o n a l b e lie f  system s 

had been  to  som e degree w e s te rn iz e d . I t  had also 

p ro d u c e d  m a n y  w h o  w e re  ac tu a l so u l-m a te s , n o t  

ju s t  o n  c o rd ia l te rm s , w i th  G e n ti le  n e ig h b o rs . 

T h is  becam e  p o s s ib le  because o f th e  s e c u la riz a ­

t io n  m o v e m e n t th a t  h e a v ily  im p a c te d  R uss ian  

and  w e s te rn  s o c ie ty  in  ways p a r t ia l ly  p a ra lle l to  

th e  e ffec ts  o f th e  H aska lah  a m o n g  Jews. T h e  fe e l­

in g  o f an in t r in s ic  necess ity  fo r  separa teness was 

m e lt in g  away a m o n g  c e rta in  g ro u p s  and in d iv id u ­

als, as t h e ir  o w n  an d  t h e ir  e rs tw h ile  “ e n e m y ”  

re l ig io u s  s y m b o ls  w e re  lo s in g  p o te n c y . A t  th e  

sam e t im e ,  i t  m u s t be re m e m b e re d  th a t  th e  vast 

m a jo r ity  o f th e  Jew ish  p o p u la t io n  re m a in e d  t r a ­

d i t io n a l A s h k e n a z im  w h o  fo llo w e d  th e  a n c ie n t 

h e rita g e . M a n y  in d iv id u a ls  and fa m ilie s  w e re  e x ­

e m p la rs  o f an in f  in ite  n u m b e r  o f v a rie tie s  o f syn ­

the s is  b e tw e e n  th e  “ v e r t ic a l”  and  “ h o r iz o n ta l”  

o p tio n s .

T h e  a tm o sp h e re  w o rse n e d  w ith  th e  acces­

s io n  o f A le x a n d e r  I I I ,  w h o  ru le d  f r o m  1881 to  

18 94 . T h e  p o g ro m s  o f 1881 w e re  b la m e d  o n  th e  

v ic t im s  ( “ o n ly  in  R u ss ia ,”  said a Y id d is h  say ing  

o f th e  d a y ), and  re s u lte d  in  th e  “ M a y  L a w s ”  is ­

sued o n  M a y  3 1(1 18 82 . T hese  e d ic ts  fo rb a d e  Jews 

to  s e tt le  o u ts id e  c it ie s  an d  to w n s h ip s ;  h a lte d  

( “ te m p o ra r i ly ” ) pu rcha se  o f p ro p e r ty  and  m o r t ­

gages in  th e  nam e o f Jews; h a lte d  (aga in  “ te m p o ­

r a r i ly ” ) th e  le as in g  b y  Jews o f re a l es ta te  o u ts id e  

c it ie s  and  to w n s h ip s ; fo rb a d e  Jew ish  c o m m e rc e  

o n  Sundays and  C h r is t ia n  h o lid a ys .

T h is  cza r was g u id e d  b y  th e  p ro c u ra to r  o f 

th e  H o ly  S ynod, P ob iedonostev, w h o  s u m m e d  u p  

th e  a im s o f th e  p o lic y  in  h is  in f  am ous re m a rk  th a t 

a th ir d  o f th e  Jews w o u ld  be fo rc e d  to  e m ig ra te , a 

t h i r d  w o u ld  be b a p tiz e d  an d  a th i r d  b ro u g h t  to  

s ta rv a t io n . T h e re  w e re  acts o f v io le n c e , e x p u l­

s ions o f Jews f ro m  Russia p ro p e r  to  th e  Pale, laws 

ag a ins t th e  use o f Y id d is h  an d  H e b re w  in  b u s i­

ness d o c u m e n ts , an d  m u c h  m o re . L m ig r a t io n  

c o n t in u e d  apace.

T h e  ge ne ra l s itu a t io n  in  c za ris t Russia had 

be e n  u n s ta b le  f r o m  a t le as t th e  m id d le  o f th e  

n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry . T h e  in te ll ig e n ts ia  w a n te d  a 

m o re  lib e ra l,  less a u to c ra tic  society. T h e  peasants 

l iv in g  in  c o m m u n e s  w a n te d  to  o w n  la n d , and  th e  

o v e re x p lo ite d  b u rg e o n in g  w o r k in g  class c re a te d  

by  th e  In d u s tr ia l R e v o lu t io n  w a n te d  b e t te r  c o n ­

d it io n s . P ro m  th e  1860s o n w a rd , ra d ica l in te lle c ­

tu a ls  w e re  in s p ir in g  peasants an d  w o rk e rs  to  re ­

v o lt .  A f te r  th e  fa ilu re  o f v a r io u s  lega l m e th o d s , 

som e g ro u p s  tu rn e d  to  te r r o r .  T h e  m o s t spec ­

ta c u la r  in s ta n ce  was th e  assass ina tion  o f th e  czar 

in  1 8 8 1 . M a n y  r e v o lu t io n a r y  g ro u p s  w e re  

fo u n d e d  in  th e  la te  n in e te e n th  and  e a rly  tw e n t i ­

e th  c e n tu r ie s .
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Som e Jews, esp ec ia lly  those  f ro m  m a s k ilic  

fa m il ie s , f r o m  R u s s if ie d  b a c k g ro u n d s  and  f ro m  

s e tt le m e n ts  o u ts id e  th e  Pale began to  jo in  fo rces  

w i th  R u ss ia n  r e v o lu t io n a r ie s  in  th e  h o p e  o f 

b r in g in g  a b o u t a n e w  lib e ra l s o c ie ty  an d  o v e r ­

th r o w in g  th e  h a te d , a u to c ra t ic  c z a r is t re g im e . 

Jew s w e re  to  be fo u n d  in  v ir tu a l ly  e v e ry  o n e  o f 

th e  re v o lu t io n a ry  m o v e m e n ts , and i t  w a s n ’ t  lo n g  

b e fo re  th e  u n iq u e  Hast H u ro p e a n  v e rs io n  o f th e  

H a ska la h  —  w o r ld ly  o u t lo o k  and  genres s y n th e ­

sized w i th  J e w is h  languages an d  c u l tu r a l c o n ­

te n t  —  had  evo lve d  in  som e cases in to  n e w  and  

s p e c if ic a lly  Jewish la b o r  m o v e m e n ts .

F ro m  a ro u n d  th e  187 0s o n w a rd , c irc le s  o f 

y o u n g  J e w is h  in te l le c tu a ls  had  b e e n  jo in in g  

fo rce s  w i th  R ussian re v o lu t io n a r ie s  in  a n t i-c z a r -  

is t  a c t iv i t ie s .  S om e o f  the se  ha d  c o m e  f r o m  

H a ska lah  c irc le s  and  som e f ro m  th e  R ussian u n i ­

v e rs it ie s  w h ic h  had  in c re a s e d  th e  ra te  o f a cce p ­

ta n ce  o f Je w is h  s tu d e n ts . B y th e  la te  n in e te e n th  

c e n tu ry  th e re  was a lre a d y  a m o d e s t b o d y  o f u n i ­

v e rs ity -a g e d  Jew ish  y o u th  w h o  g re w  u p  in  a R u s ­

s ian c u ltu ra l e n v iro n m e n t.

T h e  m o s t im p o r ta n t  J e w ish  la b o r  m o v e ­

m e n t,  an d  th e  o n e  w h o s e  c u l tu r a l p ro g ra m  re ­

s u lte d  in  m a n y  o f th e  h ig h p o in ts  o f tw e n t ie th  

c e n tu r y  Y id d is h  e d u c a tio n ,  l i te r a tu r e  an d  c u l ­

tu re ,  is k n o w n  as th e  B und  ( s h o r t  f o r  Yidisher 

arbeter bund, “ Je w ish  W o rk e rs ’ P a c t”  o r  s im p ly  

th e  J e w is h  L a b o r  B u n d  as i t  is k n o w n  in  L n -  

g lis h ) .  T h e  fo u n d in g  o f th e  B u n d  in  H a s te rn  L u -  

ro p e  was o v e rw h e lm in g ly  a “ L itv a k  p r o je c t ”  

th o u g h  i t  was soon  to  b e com e  e n o rm o u s ly  p o p u ­

la r  in  P o lan d .

T h e  p r im a ry  c re a to rs  o f th e  B u n d  w e re  

“ L itva k  to  a m an (and w o m a n )”  and, i t  a ll happened 

in  —  V iln a . T h e  c ity, s t ill th e  ra b b in ic - t ra d it io n a l­

is t Je ru sa le m  o f L ith u a n ia  ( its  f ir s t  Jew ish c ro w n ) , 

and a lready the  c e n te r o f “ m a tu re  H aska lah c u l­

tu r e ”  (a second Jew ish  c ro w n ) ,  o f th e  rev iva l o f 

H e b re w  l i te ra tu re  ( th ir d ) ,  was s lo w ly  b u t  surely, 

th ro u g h  th e  m eans o f the  Jew ish la b o r m o ve m e n t, 

b e c o m in g  a c u ltu ra l c e n te r o f the  c u ltu re  be in g  in ­

sp ired  by  th a t m o ve m e n t, m o d e rn  Y id d ish  c u ltu re  

(a fo u r th  c ro w n , w h ic h  was to  com e to  fu ll m a tu ­

r i ty  in  the  tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry ) .

T h e  “ o r ig in a to r ”  o f the  Jew ish la b o r m o ve ­

m e n t, o r  th e o re tic ia n  o f its  “ p re -B u n d  phase”  was 

A a ro n  L ie b e rm a n n  (1 8 4 5 — 1 8 8 0 ), a na tive  o f 

Lu na , L ith u a n ia  (n o w  L u n n a , n o r th w e s t o f P insk, 

in  B e la ru s ) w hose  fa m ily  live d  in  B ia ly s to k  and 

S uva lk (n o w  S u w a lk i, P o lan d ). H is  b a c k g ro u n d  

was th a t o f a M a s k il. H e  o b ta in e d  a te a c h e r ’ s d ip ­

lo m a  in  V iln a  in  18 67 , s tu d ie d  in  St. P ete rsburg , 

w h e re  he b e frie n d e d  Russian re v o lu t io n a ry  types, 

and re tu rn e d  to  V iln a , w h e re  he p u t together, in  the  

ea rly  1870s , a re v o lu t io n a ry  c irc le  th a t som e ho w  

c o m b in e d  re v o lu t io n  w ith  th e  o ld -n e w  H e b re w  

c u ltu re  so p o w e rfu l a m o n g  th e  m o d e rn  c irc le  o f 

scho la rs  in  V iln a . H e  used v a rio u s  pse ud onym s, 

in c lu d in g  “ B a r D ro ra ”  (A ra m a ic  to r  “ son o f fre e ­

d o m ” ). By 1875 he had to  leave to w n  w h e n  the  

p o lic e  g o t o n  h is  ta il.  A f te r  a s o jo u rn  in  B e r lin ,  he 

lived  in  L o n d o n , w h e re  he d re w  u p  ( in  H e b re w ) a 

m a n ife s to  fo r  h is ne w  soc ia lis t associa tion  in  1876 

(Agudas hasotsialistim ho -Ivriim  o r  the  H e b re w  So­

c ia lis t U n io n ) .  Its  th ir ty -e ig h t  m e m b e rs , m o s tly  

w o rk e r  em ig ran ts  f ro m  the  Russian L m p ire , a im ed
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to  spread s o c ia lis t ideas, f ig h t op p re sso rs , and es­

ta b lis h  p a r tn e rs h ip s  w i th  o th e r  w o rk e rs ’ o rg a n i­

za tio n s . I ts  a c tiv it ie s  w e re  so a n ti-J e w is h  es tab ­

lis h m e n t th a t th e  venerab le  A n g lo -J e w is h  w eekly, 

The Jewish Chronicle, w e n t  ahead and  accused i t  o f  

m is s io n a ry  a c t iv it ie s . So n o v e l was th e  id ea  o f  

Jew ish  S o c ia lism  th a t  i t  c o u ld  n o t  be fa th o m e d .

L ie b e rm a n n  se ttle d  in  V ie n n a  in  18 77 , and 

a f te r  b e in g  im p r is o n e d  o n  charges o f r e v o lu t io n ­

a ry  a c t iv it ie s , he was e x p e lle d  to  G e rm a n y , e x ­

p e lle d  again, and re s e ttle d  in  L o n d o n . In  18 80  he 

m o ve d  to  A m e r ic a , an d , in  1 8 8 0  c o m m itte d  s u i­

c id e , a p p a re n tly  o v e r a b ro k e n  love af fa ir. H e  le f t  

b e h in d  a lo n g  t r a i l  o f  a r t ic le s  (m a n y  in  H e b re w ) ,  

jo u rn a ls ,  ideas and  —  a rd e n t fo llo w e rs .

O n e  o f  th e m  (th e  “ second  o f  th e  tw o  

A a ro n s ” ), A a ro n  S un de lev itch  (1 8 5 2 — 1 9 2 3 ), a 

na tive  o f  V iln a , d issen te d  f r o m  L ie b e rm a n n ’s 

H e b ra is m , c o n s id e r in g  H e b re w  a dead language. 

H e  had l i t t le  t im e  fo r  Y id d ish  to o , th in k in g  i t  had to  

d isappear as the  Jews w o u ld  m erge in to  th e  g re a te r 

Russian n a tio n . H e  was k n o w n  fo r  h is  d a r in g  e x ­

p lo its  o n  b e h a lf o f  th e  Russian Narodnaia Volia.

T h e  fo l lo w - u p  cam e in  V iln a . D u r in g  th e  

1870s, th e  “ re fo rm e d ”  ra b b in ic a l co llege th a t had 

been  set u p  b y  U v a ro v  and  L i l ie n th a l in  V iln a  b e ­

cam e a h o tb e d  fo r  a n t i-c z a r is t  r e v o lu t io n a ry  ac­

t iv ity . M a n y  in  th e  c irc le  w e re  av id  reade rs  o f  th e  

w o rk s  o f  Lev O s ip o v ic h  Levanda (1 8 3 5 — 1 8 8 8 ), 

a n a tiv e  o f M in s k ,  w h o  sp e n t o v e r th re e  decades 

in  V iln a . B y  th e  18 90 s th e re  w e re  even yesh iva 

s tuden ts  w h o  w e re  secre tly  s tu d y in g  re v o lu t io n a ry  

l i te ra tu re . H e b re w  and Y id d is h  li te ra tu re  c o n ta in  

m o re  th a n  one  d e s c r ip t io n  o f th e  yesh iva s tu d e n t

w ith  th e  re v o lu t io n a ry  p a m p h le t h id d e n  u n d e r h is 

c o p y  o f th e  Gemora.

T h e  c ru c ia l yea r was 18 97 . T h a t was th e  

year, o f course, w h e n  T h e o d o r H e rz l convened the  

v e ry  p u b lic  F irs t  Z io n is t  C ongress a t Basel, S w it ­

z e rla n d , la u n c h in g  th e  o rg a n ize d  m o v e m e n t th a t 

was to  re s u lt  in  th e  State o f  Is rae l ( th o u g h  g ro u p s  

o f  Las t L u ro p e a n  Jews had been  s e tt lin g  th e  la n d  

fo r  som e t im e , and  re v iv in g  H e b re w  c u ltu re  b o th  

a t h o m e  and  in  P a les tine ).

T h a t same year, th e  Jew ish L a b o r B u n d  was 

secre tly  fo u n d e d  in  an a ttic  o f  a l i t t le  w o o d e n  house 

in  V iln a . T h ir te e n  (som e say f if te e n )  d e d ic a te d  

re v o lu tio n a rie s  ga thered  to  u n ite  th e  m any strands 

o f Jew ish S oc ia lism  in to  a s ing le  m o v e m e n t w h ic h  

th e y  ca lled  “ T h e  G en e ra l Jew ish L a b o r A llia n c e  in  

R ussia, P o land  and  L ith u a n ia ”  o r  fo r  s h o r t,  th e  

Bund. Those  m ee tings w e re  he ld  fro m  the  8 th to  the  

10th o f O c to b e r, 18 97 . M o s t h is to r ia n s  c o n s id e r 

th e  m o v in g  fo rc e  to  have been  A rk a d y  K re m e r  

(1 8 6 5 — 1 9 3 5 ), a na tive  o f S vin tsyan (n o w  Sven- 

c io nys , L ith u a n ia , n o r th  o f  V iln iu s ) .

In  its  e a rly  years, m a n y  facets o f B u n d is m  

w e re  s t i l l  f lu id ,  in c lu d in g  th e  fu tu re  “ p r im a r y ”  

d iv id e  b e tw e e n  d e m o c ra tic  s o c ia lis m  w h ic h  es­

chews a ll v io len ce , and re v o lu t io n a ry  c o m m u n is m  

w h ic h  be lieves i t  a necessary c o m p o n e n t.  O n e  o f 

th e  B u n d ’s e a rly  sensa tions  was th e  b o o tm a k e r, 

H irs h  L e k e r t  (1 8 8 0 — 1 9 0 2 ), a na tive  o f  H a n u -  

sesh ik  (O n u s k is , L ith u a n ia ) .  O n  M a y  D a y  1 9 0 2 , 

th e  h a te d  c z a r is t g o v e rn o r  o f V iln a ,  V o n  W a h l, 

o rd e re d  th e  a rre s t and  b ru ta liz a t io n  o f pe ace fu l 

d e m o n s tra to rs , o f w h o m  tw e n ty -s ix  (s ix  Poles and 

tw e n ty  Jew s) w e re  m e rc ile s s ly  flog ge d  and  h u -



m ilia te d .  T h e  B u n d  d e c id e d  o n  an assassination  

p lo t  to  avenge th e  w o rk e rs ’ h o n o r. Y oung  H irs h  

L e k e r t  v o lu n te e re d , and  s h o t a t V on  W a h l as he 

se ttled  in  to  h is coach, w o u n d in g  h im  lig h t ly  in  the  

le f t  h a n d  and  r ig h t  fo o t.  L e k e r t ,  c u t  o u t  fo r  

b o o tm a k in g  ra th e r  th a n  m a rk s m a n s h ip  was 

hanged o n  June 1 O'1’ 1902 . H is  l i fe  and dea th  (and  

especia lly h is last ho u rs , be in g  led  across th e  G reen  

B rid g e  to  S hn fpesh ok to  be sho t, and h is  e lo q u e n t 

re je c t io n  o f th e  ra b b i’ s p lea  to  h im  to  beg fo rg iv e ­

ness), becam e th e  s tu f f  o f  m o d e rn  secu la r 

L ith u a n ia n  Jew ish legend. L e k e rt becam e a sub jec t 

fo r  m a n y  po em s b y  Y id d is h  w r ite rs .  T h e  B u n d , 

how ever, tu rn e d  away e m p h a tic a lly  f r o m  th e  ta c ­

tic s  o f  v io le n c e  and  assassinations, and  becam e 

b itte r ly  opposed to  the  c o m m u n is t m ovem en ts  th a t 

advoca ted  v io le n t  o v e r th ro w  o f reg im es.

Som e b e lie ve  th a t  A rk a d y  K ra m e r ’ s w ife  

Pati K re m e r (M a d e  S re d n itzky ) was the  f irs t  to  in ­

tro d u c e  th e  n o t io n  o f th e  Y id d is h  language, and 

Y id d is h  c u ltu re ,  as c e n tra l to  th e  B u n d ’s ideas. 

B o rn  in  1 8 6 7 , she was to  p e r is h  in  th e  V iln a  

G h e tto  in  1943 .

B u t i t  was a n o th e r  e a rly  w o m a n  le a d e r o f  

th e  B u n d  w h o  was m o s t p iv o ta l to  its  c o n v e rs io n  

f ro m  a p u re ly  p o lit ic a l s o c ia l-d e m o c ra t ic  m o v e ­

m e n t to  on e  e m b ra c in g  th e  language and  c u ltu re  

o f th e  Jew ish  masses. She was a n a tive  o f M in s k ,  

M a lk a  L ifs c h itz  (1 8 8 0 — 1 9 4 3 ), b e t te r  k n o w n  as 

L s th e r b ru m k in ,  o r  ju s t Esther, as n o m -d e -g u e rre . 

A t the  C h e rn o w itz  Language C o n fe re n ce  o f  1908 , 

i t  was L s th e r  w h o  in tro d u c e d  th e  “ ra d ic a l”  re so ­

lu t io n  p ro c la im in g  Y id d is h  to  be the n a tio n a l la n ­

guage o f th e  Jew ish pe op le . A lth o u g h  i t  lo s t o u t  to

th e  “ m o d e ra te ”  re s o lu t io n  (p ro c la im in g  Y id d is h  

to  be a n a t io n a l language o f  th e  Jew ish  p e o p le ) , 

“ L s th e r ’ s r e s o lu t io n , ”  p ro p o s e d  o n  Tuesday 1 

S e p te m b e r 1 9 0 8 , has b e co m e  p a r t  o f  th e  lo re  o f  

m o d e rn  Y id d is h  c u ltu re , and h e r u n b o u n d e d  love 

fo r  th e  Y id d is h  language se rved  as an im p e tu s  to  

th e  in c o rp o ra t io n  in to  th e  B u n d ’s goals (an d  im ­

m e d ia te  p ra c tic a l p ro g ra m ) o f  e d u c a tio n , l i te r a ­

tu re ,  p ress and  s c h o la rs h ip , n o t  to  m e n tio n  th e  

v e ry  notion  o f  Y id d is h  as a n a t io n a l language o n  

th e  leve l o f those  o f th e  r is in g  n a tio n s  o f L u ro p e .

In  th e  c o m in g  years, th e  B u n d  was to  c ry s ­

ta lliz e  in  va rio u s  d ire c tio n s . O n  th e  p o lit ic a l f r o n t  

i t  was to  becom e d e c id e d ly  a n t i-c o m m u n is t,  a n t i-  

Z io n is t  and a n ti- re lig io u s . These exc lus io ns  (each 

w e a k e r o r  s tro n g e r in  v a r io u s  p laces o r  p e r io d s )  

le f t  op e n  th e  p a th  o f n o n v io le n t soc ia lism  and  so­

c ia l dem ocracy. Its  th e o ry  was su m m a rize d  b y  the  

Y id d is h  n e o lo g is m  do-ikayt ( “ h e re -n e ss ” ), im p ly ­

in g  a re je c t io n  o f p lans  fo r  m ig ra t io n  to  a n o th e r  

h o m e la n d , and  b y  im p lic a t io n ,  a re je c t io n  o f  th e  

“ o th e rw o r ld l in e s s ”  o f  t ra d it io n a l Jud a ism .

T h e  ins and ou ts , and ups and d o w n s  o f  the  

p o lit ic a l h is to ry  o f th e  B u n d  are re c o rd e d  in  an 

e x te ns ive  l i te ra tu re  o n  th e  s u b je c t (see th e  b ib l i ­

o g ra p h y  a t th e  end  o f  th is  v o lu m e  fo r  som e in t r o ­

d u c to ry  w o rk s ). W h a t is im p o r ta n t  fo r  th e  h is to ry  

o f L ith u a n ia n  Jew ish  c u ltu re  is th e  ro le  th e  B u n d  

p layed  in  th e  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu ry  r ise  o f  Y id d is h  to  

th e  s ta tus o f  th e  n a tio n a l languages o f th e  s m a lle r 

n a tio n s  o f L u ro p e . T h a t ro le  is o f te n  u n d e rs ta te d  

fo r  p o lit ic a l reasons. T h e  B u n d ’s c e n tra l p h ilo s o ­

p h y  th a t Jew ish life  and c u ltu re  in  L a s te rn  L u ro p e  

w o u ld  be secured by social d e m ocra cy  and c u ltu ra l
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au tono m y w ith in  the  ex is ting  na tion-sta tes was b r u ­

ta lly  and irre vocab ly  u n d e rm in e d  by  the  H o locaus t. 

T he  p o lit ic a l correctness o f  m u ch  o f m o d e rn  Jew ish 

in te lle c tua l life  som etim es precludes fo rth righ tness ; 

in  o th e r  w o rd s , w e ll- in te n t io n e d  cha m p io ns  o f the  

ne w  p o p u la r ity  o f Y id d ish  can m ake i t  d i f f ic u lt  fo r  

c u ltu ra l h is to ria n s  to  a d m it th a t so m u c h  o f w h a t 

m o d e rn  secular Y idd ish  cu ltu re  atta ined in  the tw e n ­

t ie th  c e n tu ry  was given im p e tus  by a m ovem en t th a t 

opposed b o th  Z io n is m  and re lig io n , the  tw o  cen tra l 

p illa rs  o f c u r re n t  Judaism .

R a th e r th a n  p u rsu e  th e  a b s tra c t p o in t  fu r ­

th e r, i t  m ig h t  be m o re  a p p ro p r ia te  to  p o in t  to  

som e ta n g ib le s . C h ie f a m o n g  th e m  is in f ra s t ru c ­

tu re . A  p o w e rfu l p o lit ic a l m o v e m e n t (a t its  h e ig h t 

th e  B u n d  had h u n d re d s  o f  th o u sa n d s  o f s u p p o r­

te rs ) is in  a p o s it io n  to  set u p  schools, p u b lic a tio n s  

and in s t itu t io n s  in  th e  sphere o f language and c u l­

tu re , m u c h  m o re  so th a n  sca tte re d  idea lis ts . B ey­

o n d  th a t,  th e  B u n d is t love  fo r  Y id d is h  f ro m  th e  

e a rly  years o f th e  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu ry  o n w a rd  in ­

s p ire d  som e o f  th e  le a d in g  ta le n ts  in  th e  f ie ld  o f 

Y id d is h  in  th e  tw e n t ie th  c en tu ry . S trange as i t  m ay 

seem , th a t  is a lso a “ ta n g ib le ”  in  so fa r  as th e  

“ m ira c le ”  o f tu r n in g  a fo lk  language in to  a m a jo r  

E u ro p e a n  l i te r a r y  language in  so s h o r t  a t im e  re ­

q u ire d  th a t  m a n y  to p  ta le n ts  fee l c o n f id e n t  th a t 

th e y  are d e a lin g  w ith  a v iab le  c u ltu re . In  la rge p a r t 

th a n k s  to  th e  B u n d , th e y  w e re .

O n e  o f  tho se  ta le n ts  was th e  g re a t Y id d is h

lin g u is t  M a x  W e in re ic h  (1 8 9 A----- 1 9 6 9 ), a n a tive

o f G o ld in g e n , C o u r la n d  (n o w  K u ld ig a , L a tv ia ). 

B u n d is m  in fu se d  h im  w ith  a l i fe - lo n g  love o f Y id ­

d is h , b u t  fa r  f r o m  b e c o m in g  a p o lit ic ia n  o f any

k in d ,  he d e d ic a te d  h is  l i fe  to  b u i ld in g  th e  aca­

d e m ic  s tud y  o f Y id d is h , w i th  em phasis o n  th e  h is ­

t o r y  o f  th e  Y id d is h  language. H e  c o m p le te d  h is  

d o c to ra te  in  M a rb u rg  in  192 3, and settled in  V ilna . 

T h e re  he m a r r ie d  R e g in a , th e  d a u g h te r  o f th e  

le g e n d a ry  D r. T sem akh Shabad, w h o  had been 

de ep ly  in flu e n c e d  by  th e  B u n d , and w h o  used his 

p re s tig e  and  h is  resou rces  to  es tab lish  jo u rn a ls , 

schools and o th e r  in s t itu t io n s . B o th  m en  p layed 

in s tru m e n ta l ro les  in  s e ttin g  u p  the  w o r ld ’ s f irs t  

m a jo r  Y id d is h  academ ic  in s t i tu t io n ,  th e  Y ivo , in  

V iln a  in  1925 (see p. 2 8 7 ). T h e  nam e is an a c ro ­

n y m  fo r  Yidishervisnshaftlekher in s titu t (Y id d is h  S ci­

e n t if ic  In s t itu te ) .  Today i t  is th e  Y ivo  In s t itu te  fo r  

Jew ish Research in  N e w  Y ork , a p r im a ry  resou rce  

c e n te r fo r  Last L u ro p e a n  Jew ish Studies. A  m a jo r i­

ty  o f  its  in it ia l ,  p re w a r c o n s titu e n c y  was deep ly  in ­

fluenced by the  B u n d ’s p o licy  on  deve lop ing the  fo lk  

language to  th e  status o f a n a tio n a l language.

A n o th e r  e xa m p le  is th e  g re a t Y id d is h  p u b ­

lis h e r  B o r is  K le ts k in  (1 8 7 5 — 1 9 3 7 ), na tive  o f a 

s m a ll s h te tl,  H a ro d its h  (n o w  H a ra d x is c a , 

B e la ru s ), w h o  m ove d  to  V iln a  w h e re  th e  c u ltu ra l 

c o m p o n e n t o f  B u n d is m  le d  h im  to  th in k  b ig . H e  

set u p  th e  K le ts k in  p u b lis h in g  house , w h ic h  p u b ­

lis h e d  a s ig n if ic a n t n u m b e r  o f h ig h  q u a lity  w o rk s  

in  l ite ra tu re , sch o la rsh ip , tra n s la tio n s  f ro m  w o r ld  

l i te ra tu re ,  and  e d u c a tio n , a lm o s t s in g le h a n d e d ly  

p ro v id in g  Y id d is h  H ig h  C u ltu re  w ith  an in s ta n t 

n e w  lib ra ry . A m o n g  h is  m a jo r  ach ie ve m e n ts  are 

th e  v o lu m e  th a t  la u n c h e d  Y id d is h  s tud ies , p u b ­

lis h e d  in  V iln a  in  1 9 1 3 , and th e  w o r ld ’s p re m ie r  

Y id d is h  l i te ra ry  m agazine in  the  in te rw a r  p e r io d , 

W a rs a w ’ s Literarishe bleter.



In  th e  f ie ld  o f e d u c a tio n  to o , th e  p r im a r y  

enab lers o f the  ne w  secu lar Y id d ish  schoo l systems 

in  th e  P olish re p u b lic  w e re  B un d is ts . T h e  W arsaw  

cen te red  schoo l system  was ca lled  Tsisho, a c ro n ym  

fo r  Tsentraleyidishe shul organizatsye (C e n tra l Y id ­

d ish  S cho o l O rg a n iz a tio n ) .  Its  V iln a  a f f i l ia te  was 

k n o w n  as th e  Tse-be-ka, f r o m  th e  in it ia ls  fo r  

Tsentraler b ildungs-kom ite t (C e n tra l e d u c a t io n  

C o m m itte e ) .

T h e re  w e re  o th e r  p o lit ic a l m ove m en ts  th a t 

c o n tr ib u te d  s u b s ta n tia lly  to  m o d e rn  Y id d is h  c u l­

tu re  in  the  sense o f m o tiv a tin g  and e n a b lin g  a c r i t i ­

ca l mass o f w r i te rs ,  tea chers , e d u c a to rs  and  c u l­

tu ra l leaders . M o s t o f th e m  are w e ll fo rg o t te n  by  

to d a y ’s Jews and u n k n o w n  to  anyone b u t  a h a n d ­

fu l o f academ ics  w h o  spec ia lize  in  th is  b ra n c h  o f 

F u ro p e a n  Jew ish  c u l tu ra l h is to ry . O n e  such  

m o v e m e n t was T e r r ito r ia lis m  w h ic h  sou gh t a te r ­

r i t o r y  fo r  th e  Jews th a t  w o u ld  n o t  necessa rily  be 

in  th e  L a n d  o f Is rae l. O n e  o f its  m a jo r  b ra n ch e s  

was s teeped in  Las t L u ro p e a n  Y id d is h is m , and  i t  

sou gh t a Y id d is h  speak ing  h o m e la n d . Its  m o s t fa ­

m o u s  s p o k e s p e o p le  w e re  tw o  b ro th e rs  f r o m  

D v in s k  (n o w  D a u g a v p ils , L a tv ia ) : th e  T e r r i-  

to r ia lis t  th in k e r  and d re a m e r Y its k h o k -N a k h m e n  

S te in b e rg  (1 8 8 8 — 1 9 57 ) and p h ilo s o p h e r A a ro n  

S te in b e rg  (1 8 9 1  — 197 5 ). Y its k h o k -N a k h m e n ’s 

c o lo r fu l b io g ra p h y  in c lu d e s  a b r ie f  s t in t  as L e n in ’s 

ju s tice  m in is te r  in  the  1917 c o a lit io n  g o ve rn m e n t. 

B u t he q u it  in  F e b ru a ry  1 9 1 8 , p ro te s t in g  th e  in ­

t r o d u c t io n  o f th e  d e a th  pena lty . In  th e  1930s he 

nego tia ted  w ith  t r ib a l and o th e r  leaders in  sparsely 

p o p u la te d  p a rts  o f A u s tra lia , d re a m in g  o f h is  Y id ­

d is h  s p e a k in g  h o m e la n d . H is  b o o k  Gelebt un 

gekholem t in  Oystralye ( “ L iv e d  an d  D re a m e d  in  

A u s tra lia ,”  M e lb o u rn e  1 9 4 3 ) re m a in s  a c lass ic  

w o rk  o f th e  m o v e m e n t.

T h e  A n a rc h is t  m o v e m e n t a lso in s p ire d  

m a n y  Y id d is h  w r ite rs  and l i te r a r y  m agazines. Its  

p u b l ic a t io n  in  N e w  Y o rk , D ijra y e  arbeter shti'me 

( “ T h e  Free W o rk e rs ’ V o ice ” ) was c o n s id e re d  one  

o f th e  t r u ly  f in e  Y id d is h  p e r io d ic a ls  fo r  m a n y  d e ­

cades. I ts  ac tu a l c o n t r ib u t io n s  w e re  in  th e  re a lm  

o f c re a tiv e  li te ra tu re ,  n o t  in n o v a t iv e  A n a rc h is t  

th e o r ie s . . .

S ov ie t Russia and  S ov ie t c o m m u n is m  also 

p layed an im p o r ta n t  ro le  in  Y id d is h  li te ra tu re ,  es­

p e c ia lly  in  th e  1920s and e a rly  1930s. F o r  a t im e  

in  th e  tw e n tie s , th e  w o r ld  o f Y id d is h  th o u g h t o f 

th e  b ra n d  n e w  and fu l l-o f -h o p e  S ovie t U n io n  as a 

k in d  o f pa rad ise  fo r  Y id d is h , a p lace  w h e re  Y id ­

d ish  w r ite rs  w e re  ac tu a lly  p a id  by  th e  g o v e rn m e n t 

and jo u rn a ls  and in s titu t io n s  w e re  s u p p o rte d . T h e  

19 20 s  and  v e ry  e a r ly  th ir t ie s  w e re  a p e r io d  o f 

m in im u m  in te rfe re n c e  in  th e  c o n te n t o f th e  w r i t ­

in g , and a g o ld e n  p e r io d  w h ic h  led  to  th e  p ro d u c ­

t io n  o f m a n y  m as te rp ie ces  b y  S ov ie t Y id d is h  w r i ­

te rs . So successfu l was th e  S ov ie t Y id d is h  e n te r ­

p r is e  th a t  to p  w r i te r s ,  b e lie v in g  a ll th e  p ro p a ­

ganda, a c tu a lly  m ig ra te d  to  th e  n e w  c o u n try  fro m  

w h e re v e r th e y  w e re  liv in g  in  th e  1920s. M a s te r 

p o e t M o y s h e  K u lb a k  e m ig ra te d  f r o m  V iln a  to  

M in s k  in  1 9 2 8 . T h e  g re a t n o v e lis t  D o v id  

B e rg e lso n  m ade  th e  m o ve  f ro m  N e w  Y o rk  and  

C o p e n h a g e n  (w ith  s t in ts  in  o th e r  F u ro p e a n  c i ­

tie s ) —  to  M osco w .



In the czarist years

T h ro u g h o u t  th e ir  tw o  th o u s a n d  yea r d ia sp o ra  h is to ry , Jews have been  g u id e d  

b y  th e  T a lm u d ic  p r in c ip le  expressed in  th e  A ra m a ic  phrase dmo d ’malkhuso dmo 

( “ T h e  la w  o f th e  g o v e rn m e n t is th e  la w ” ) w h ic h  has co m e  to  m ean lo y a lty  to  

th e  state in  w h ic h  one  lives. I t  is in  any case o n ly  n a tu ra l th a t a pe ace fu l m in o r ­

ity  th a t  has n o th in g  to  d o  w i th  a rm s , and  w o u ld  n o t  be re m o te ly  c o m p e te n t to  

use th e m , w o u ld  fo l lo w  such  a p o l ic y  T h e  p r in c ip le  becam e p a r t  o f d ia sp o ra  

Jew ish  c u ltu re .  T h e re  was g ra t itu d e  to w a rd  states th a t  a llo w e d  re lig io u s  and  

e c o n o m ic  fre e d o m , and  a w illin g n e s s  in  th e  face o f v io le n t ,  in to le ra n t  reg im es 

to  p e r is h  ra th e r  th a n  a cce p t c o n v e rs io n , th e  p r in c ip le  k n o w n  as kidesh hashem 

(kidush-hashem , l i te ra l ly  “ s a n c t if ic a t io n  o f th e  nam e o f G o d ” ). T h e re  are no  

“ Jew ish  re v o lu t io n s ”  in  d ia s p o ra  Jew ish  h is to ry .

As ever, th e re  is a p o in t  w h e re  s im p lis t ic  c la r ity  neve rthe less  fades, and 

th e  c o m p le x it ie s  o f re a lity  co m e  in to  p lay : W h o m  to  side w ith  in  t im e s  o f  c o n ­

f l ic t  b e tw e e n  tw o  w o u ld -b e  ru le rs  o f  th e  t e r r i t o r y  w h e re  Jews lived?  W h e n ­

ever po ss ib le , Jew ish  c o m m u n it ie s  stayed o u t  o f  th e  fray, s it t in g  t ig h t  and h o p ­

in g  fo r  th e  best. B u t  i t  was n o t  a lw ays p o ss ib le  to  “ avo id  d e c is io n s  o n  such 

m a tte rs .”  A n d , in  any case, s it t in g  o n  th e  s id e lin e s  does n o t  m ean  to  say th a t 

th e re  w e re  n o t  p re fe ren ces .

In  th e  case o f th e  L itva ks , i t  is p ro b a b ly  fa ir  to  say th a t in  th e  c e n tu rie s  o f  

th e  G ra n d  D u c h y  o f  L ith u a n ia , b o th  be fo re  and a fte r  th e  1569  U n io n  o f L u b lin  

(w ith  P o lan d ), th e  Jews in  th e  D u c h y  —  th e  L itva ks  —  k n e w  th a t th e ir  lo t  was 

m u c h  b e t te r  th a n  in  m a n y  o th e r  p a rts  o f  L u ro p e  (s p ir i tu a l ly  and in  te rm s  o f  

s e c u rity , i f  n o t  e c o n o m ic a lly ) .  T h a t  m u s t have be en  as t r u e  in  th e  days o f  

W i t o ld ’ s c h a r te rs  o f  13 8 8  an d  1 3 8 9  as in  16 4 8  an d  1 6 4 9 , d u r in g  th e  

C h m ie ln its k i m assacres in  th e  U k ra in e .  O f  cou rse  th e re  w e re  se tbacks, lik e  

th e  s h o r t- l iv e d  L ith u a n ia n  e x p u ls io n  o f 14 95 , b u t  th e re  was l i t t le  ove r th e  ce n ­

tu r ie s  th a t  s tands c o m p a ris o n  w i th  m u c h  o f th e  re s t o f L u ro p e .



D u r in g  th e  la s t q u a r te r  o l  th e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry , th e  L itv a k s  w e re  

“ s h if te d ”  f ro m  th e  ru le  o f th e  G ra n d  D u c h y —  as i t  th e n  was, a c o m p o n e n t in  

the  P o lis h -L ith u a n ia n  C o m m o n w e a lth  —  to  th a t o f th e  Russian czars. T h e  te r ­

r i t o r ia l  take ove rs  cam e in  th re e  c h u n k s , in  1 7 7 2 , 1793  and  1 7 9 5 , k n o w n  to  

h is to r ia n s  as th e  “ P a r t it io n s  o f P o la n d ”  w h ic h  o f  cou rse  m e a n t th e  d is s o lu t io n  

o f  b o th  P olish and L ith u a n ia n  s ta te h o o d , to  be re c o n s t itu te d  ( in  v e ry  d if fe re n t  

fo r m )  o n ly  a f te r  th e  en d  o f  th e  F irs t  W o r ld  W ar.

F ro m  th e  1790s o n w a rd  th e re  was ta lk  —  a lways fo llo w e d  s o o n e r o r  

la te r  (o f te n  in  z igzags), b y  ha rsh  a c t io n  —  o f  re s tr ic t io n s  o n  m o v e m e n t ( th e  

Pale o f  S e ttle m e n t); e x p u ls io n  f ro m  th e  ham le ts ; gross in te rfe re n c e  in  th e  in te r ­

na l e d u c a tio n a l in s t i tu t io n s  o f  th e  c o m m u n it ie s ;  d o u b le  ta x a tio n  ( !) .  A  fe w  

decades la te r  cam e th e  d ra f t in g  o f  l i t t le  boys fo r  tw e n ty - f iv e  yea rs ’ a rm y  ser­

v ice  ( th e  c a n to n is ts ) .

I t  was o n ly  n a tu ra l th a t  som e Jews w o u ld  jo in  th e  v a r io u s  o p p o s it io n  

e f fo r ts ,  and  in d e e d  th e re  was Jew ish  p a r t ic ip a t io n  in  each and  e v e ry  m a jo r  

re v o lt  against cza ris t ru le . A lth o u g h  th e  t in ie s t  m in o r i t y  o f  Jews p a r tic ip a te d , i t  

led  to  th e  em ergence  o f  h ig h -p ro f ile  figu res .

O n e  o f  th e m  was B e re k  Jose lew icz, w h o  was b o rn  in  K re tin g a , L ith u a n ia , 

a ro u n d  1770 , and p layed a n o te d  ro le  in  K o sc iuszko ’s u p r is in g  in  1794 . H e  had 

served as c o u r t  fa c to r  to  B ish op  M assa lski o f V iln a , and la te r m oved  to  W arsaw. 

D u r in g  the  up ris in g , he and Jozef A ro n o w ic z  set up  

a Jew ish  c a v a lry  re g im e n t o f  som e five  h u n d re d  

m en . H e  eve n tua lly  f le d  to  F rance, b u t  re tu rn e d  to  

f ig h t fo r  Poland. H e  fe ll in  1809 in  the  ba tdc  against 

A u s tr ia .

B u t Jose lew icz  was on e  o f those  u lt ra - ra re  

h u m a n  c o m m o d it ie s  in  h is  t im e : th e  “ re a lly  c u l­

tu ra l ly  a s s im ila te d ”  Jew ish  c it iz e n .

F o r  th e  u n a s s im ila te d  o v e rw h e lm in g  m a ­

jo r ity ,  th e  goa l was to  m ake  th e  be s t o f  th e  s itu a ­

t io n  u n d e r th e  ru le rs  th a t be , and to  seek th e  m o s t 

c o rd ia l p o ss ib le  re la t io n s  w i th  th e m . O n e  t r a d i ­

t io n  th a t deve loped , p a r t ic u la r ly  in  L ith u a n ia , was 

fo r  e x p e rts  in  H e b re w , o f te n  po e ts  an d  rh y m e ­

sters, to  com pose  specia l pieces in  h o n o r  o f  happy  

occas ions  o f  th e  g o v e rn m e n ts  and  th e ir  ru le rs .
Berek Joselewicz of Kretinga, a hero of the Polish

uprising against the Russian Empire in 1794
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A Hebrew pam phlet in

honor o f the wedding o f

the c-zar’s son

T h is  p a m p h le t is ty p ic a l o f  th e  t ra d it io n .  T h e  t i t le  page reads: 

“V oice o f  th e  C e le b ra tin g  Masses. M a y  i t  be to ld  in  a vo ice  o f s in g in g  

and th a n ksg iv in g . T h e  p re s tig e  and h o n o r  fe lt  in  th e  jo y  o f th e  h o l i ­

day ce leb ra ted  by  th e  p e op le , th e  res iden ts  o f V iln a , o n  the  day o f the  

w e d d in g  o f th e  son w h o  w i l l  in  th e  c o m in g  g e n e ra tio n  be th e  fa th e r 

to  a ll th e  la n d  o f Russia and its  e x tre m it ie s . H e  is th e  g re a t p r in c e , 

|  son o f th e  czar, A le x a n d e r N ik o la y e v ic h , in  th e  yea r M ay N iko la i and

|  Alexander live [ = [  5 ]6 0 1  =  1 8 4 1 ]. ”

g A t  th e  sam e t im e , th e  o b s c u r ity  o f H e b re w  nuan ce  enab led
C

*  these occas ions  to  be used fo r  s u b tle  fu n , s o m e tim e s  even sa tire .u 7
^  Som e o f  th e  v o c a b u la ry  o f th is  te x t  is d ra w n  f ro m  th e  b ib lic a l B o o k

o f  E sther, read o n  th e  c o s tu m e -a n d -d r in k  Jew ish  h o lid a y  o f P u r im . 

I t  com es f ro m  th e  d e s c rip tio n s  o t the  c o u r t  o f the  m e r ry  b u t  n o t-s o -  

v e ry  c le ve r K in g  A ha sue rus  o f Persia. Russian a u th o r it ie s  w o u ld  n o t  have been 

o v e r ly  ha p p y  to  d is c o v e r th a t  th e  Jews are u s in g  H e b re w  phrases to  q u ie t ly  

com p are  th e ir  czar to  “ the  fo o lis h  k in g ”  A hasuerus. M o re  in n o c e n t m e rr im e n t,  

pe rh a p s , com es f ro m  th e  re c o rd in g  o f th e  H e b re w  yea r o t p u b l ic a t io n  by  th e  

t r a d it io n a l m eans o f  f in d in g  a B ib lic a l passage o r  o th e r  su ita b le  ph rase  w hose  

n u m e r ic  to ta l ( in  th e  H e b re w  a lph abe tic  n u m b e r in g  system ) com es to  the  same 

va lue as th a t year. In  th is  case, the  a u th o r  cam e u p  w ith  th e  w o rd s  “ M a y  N ik o la i 

and  A le x a n d e r l iv e ! ”  th e  le tte rs  o f  w h ic h  co m e  to  [5 ]  601 ( th e  th o u sa n d s  c o l­

u m n  b e in g  u n d e rs to o d  in  th e  ab b rev ia ted  re c k o n in g ), in  o th e r  w o rd s —  1841 .



Revolutionaries

I lie “  I w o  Aarons”

A.iron I.ieherman (standing)

.md A.iron Sundelevich

Jew ish  s o c ia lis m  is g e n e ra lly  tra c e d  to  “ th e  tw o  A a ro n s .”  

T h e y  w e re  A a ro n  L ie b e rm a n  (1 8 4 4 — 1 8 8 0 ) o f Lu n a  (n o w  

L u n n a , n o r th w e s t o f  P in s k , in  B e la ru s ), and  A a ro n  

S un de lev ich  (1 8 5 2 — 1 9 2 3 ), a na tive  o f V iln a .

A rk a d y  K re m e r  (1 8 6 5 — 1 9 3 5 ), a n a tiv e  o f 

S v in tsyan  (n o w  S venc ionys, L ith u a n ia ) ,  was a m a jo r  

f ig u re  in  th e  fo u n d in g  o f th e  Jew ish  L a b o r B u n d  in  

V iln a .

X
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Ark-nlv K rem er

The Vilna house where the Bund was

secretly founded In around fifteen

reyolutionaries in O ctober 1897.
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hsther (Malka I.ifschitz, 

Lsther L ru m k in )

H irsh  Lekert

T h e  e le c tr ic  p e rs o n a lity  o f  “ L s th e r ”  ( =  M a lka  L ifs c h itz  =  H sther 

L ru m k in ,  1 8 8 0 — 1 9 4 3 ), a n a tive  o f M in s k ,  was a m a jo r  fa c to r  in  th e  

p h e n o m e n a l g ro w th  o f th e  Jew ish  L a b o r B u n d . H e r  f ie r y  speeches in ­

s p ire d  m an y  th o usan ds  to  jo in  and to  be lie ve  in  th e  p o s s ib ilit ie s  lo r  d e ­

m o c ra cy  and c u ltu ra l a u to n o m y  fo r  m in o r it ie s . She was one  o f the  m a in  

fo rces  le a d in g  to  th e  in c lu s io n  o f Y id d is h  and Y id d is h  c u ltu re  in to  th e  

B u n d ’s id e o lo g y  in  th e  ea rly  years o f th e  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu ry . She s t ir re d  

up  an in te rn a tio n a l s to rm  at th e  C h e rn o w itz  Y id d is h  Language C o n fe r ­

ence o f 1908 , w h e n  she sensationa lly  dem anded  th a t Y id d ish  be decla red 

“ the n a tio n a l Jew ish  la ng uag e .”  T h e  re s o lu t io n  passed p ro c la im e d  i t  a 

n a t io n a l Jew ish  language, s id e s te p p in g  th e  th e n -b u rn in g  issue o f a t t i ­

tud es  to w a rd  th e  rev iva l o f spo ken  H e b re w .

H irs h  L e k e r t (1 8 8 0 — 1 9 0 2 ) was a y o u n g je w is h  sho em a ke r and 

re v o lu t io n a ry  w h o  vo lu n te e re d  to  assassinate th e  ha ted cza ris t g o v e rn o r 

o f V iln a , V on  W a h l, a f te r  th e  g o v e rn o r  had flog ge d  and h u m ilia te d  th e  

w o rk e rs  (n o n -Je w ish  and Jew ish) w h o  p a rtic ip a te d  in  the  1902 M ay  D ay 

d e m o n s tra t io n  in  th e  c ity. H e  was no  m a rk s m a n  and b a re ly  grazed V on 

W ah l. L e k e r t  was ra p id ly  sen tenced  to  dea th . T h e  e lab o ra te  r i tu a l o f  h is 

b e in g  ta ke n  across th e  G re e n  B rid g e  to  a m i l i t a r y  area in  S hm p e sh o k  

(n o w  th e  S nip iskes d is tr ic t  o f V iln iu s ) ,  to  be hanged at 2 :1 0  A M  o n  June 

10 th 1 9 0 2 , becam e an im p o r ta n t  s v m b o lic  m a rk e r  in  th e  Jew ish  la b o r  

m o v e m e n t. L o r  its  p a r t,  th e  B u n d  s tu c k  to  pe ace fu l and d e m o c ra tic  so­

c ia lis m  f ro m  th a t day o n w a rd . L e k e r t  was a na tive  o f  H a n u s e s h ik  (n o w  

O n u s k is , L ith u a n ia ) .

c

S  A group of Bundists in Cioldingen (now

G
kiild iga , Latvia) in 19M . The man in the 
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^  wh ite shirt is Max W einreich (1894—
-C

1969) who abandoned politica l activity and
/.

C went on to become the leading Yiddish 

>1 scholar o! the- twentie th centurv.

Tsipke Salro, 

revo lu tionary 

wounded in a 

during  the up

a prom inen t 

in Vitebsk, 

dem onstration 

• rising of 1 90S.



In Four N ew  Republics

A f te r  h u n d re d s  o f years in  th e  G ra n d  D u c h y  o f 

L ith u a n ia  (and a fte r  1569  in  th e  G D L  c o m p o n e n t 

o f th e  P o lis h -L ith u a n ia n  C o m m o n w e a lth ) ,  th e  

L itv a k s  had passed to  R ussian c z a ris t ru le  in  an 

e a s t-to -w e s t p ro g re ss ion  la s ting  a b o u t a q u a r te r  o f 

a c e n tu ry  in  the  la te  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry  (th e  th re e  

P a rt it io n s  o f P o la n d —  1 7 7 2 , 1793  and  1 7 9 5 ). 

M o s t L ith u a n ia n  Jews ( in  th e  tw o  w e s te rn  sec­

to rs ) , w e re  “ reass igned”  to  th e  n e w  re g im e  ove r a 

s h o r t  span o f ju s t  a fe w  years, d u r in g  th e  second 

and th ir d  p a r t i t io n s .

N e a r ly  a ll th e  L itva ks  w e re  u n d e r  G e rm a n  

ru le  fo r  severa l years d u r in g  W o r ld  W a r I ,  and  

fo u n d  them se lves in  th e  m id d le  o f a h o s t o f b i t te r  

and b lo o d y  c o n f lic ts  in  its  im m e d ia te  a f te rm a th .  

M a n y  fa m ily  t ra d it io n s  in c lu d e  re c o lle c t io n s  o f 

th in g s  g e ttin g  m u c h  w o rse  in  1918  w h e n  th e  “ o f ­

f ic ia l”  h ir s t  W o r ld  W a r b e tw e e n  th e  e rs tw h ile  

g re a t p o w e rs  ra n  its  co u rs e  and  th e  n e w  lo c a l 

a rm ie s  v ied  to  ach ieve th e ir  n e w  n a tio n a lis t states 

based la rg e ly  o n  c o n c e p tu a liz a t io n s  o f v a ry in g  

degrees o f e th n ic  p u r ity . These n a tio n a lis m s  w e re  

te m p e re d  in  p a r t  b y  th e  w e s te rn  p o w e rs  (a n d  

p a r ic u la r ly  th e  U n ite d  S tates u n d e r  P re s id e n t

W o o d ro w  W ils o n ) ,  w h o  in c lu d e d  re c o g n it io n  o f 

m in o r i ty  r ig h ts  as a c o n d it io n  fo r  re c o g n it io n  and 

assistance, and in  p a r t  by  p e rc e p tio n s  th a t ce rta in  

m in o r it ie s  c o u ld  be u se fu l in  th e  c o n s tru c t io n  o f 

th e  n e w  e c o n o m ie s  an d  g e n e ra l re c o g n it io n  

ab road .

W h e n  the  guns f in a lly  fe ll s ile n t in  th e  ea rly  

1920s (a t d if fe re n t  tim e s  in  va rious  lo c a litie s ), the  

L itv a k s , fo r  m o s t o f  s ix  c e n tu r ie s  u n d e r  a s ing le  

n a tio n -s ta te , sudden ly  fo u n d  them selves res iden ts  

and c itize n s  o ijo u r  p r in c ip a l n e w  p o lit ic a l e n tit ie s  

( w ith  tw o  m o re  o n  th e  p e r ip h e r ie s ) .  T h e  Jew ish  

p o p u la tio n s  o f th re e  o f th e m  —  L ith u a n ia , La tv ia  

and  th e  B e lo ru s s ia n  R e p u b lic  o f th e  S ov ie t 

U n io n —  w e re  v ir tu a lly  a ll L itv a k  (th o u g h  by  th e n  

m a n y  L a tv ia n  Jew s, e s p e c ia lly  in  th e  w e s t, had 

been  G e rm a n iz e d  a f te r  c e n tu r ie s  o f c o e x is te n ce  

o f L ith u a n ia n  Jew ish  an d  G e rm a n  Jew ish  c u l ­

tu re ) .  T h e  fo u r th ,  th e  in te r  w a r P o lish  R e p u b lic , 

c o m p r is e d  th e  h e a rt la n d  o f P o lish  Jew ry , b u t  its  

n o r th e a s te rn  s e c to r c o n ta in e d  m u c h  o f th e  v e ry  

h e a rt la n d  o f L ith u a n ia n  J e w ry  as w e ll.  S uch bas­

t io n s  o f  L ith u a n ia n  Jew ish  c u ltu re  as V iln a  —  th e  

e te rn a l s p ir itu a l c a p ita l o f  Jew ish  L ith u a n ia  —
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and  th e  c it ie s  B ia ly s to k , S uva lk  (S u w a lk i) ,  

G ro d n a , B r is k  (B re s t)  and P in sk  w e re  a ll in  th e  

n e w  P o lish  R e p u b lic . In  fa c t, fo u r  o u t  o f th e  five  

“ p r in c ip a l c it ie s ”  o f th e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry  v e r­

s io n  o f th e  C o u n c il o f L ith u a n ia  (B r is k , G ro d n a , 

P in s k , V iln a )  w e re  in  P o la n d , and  o n ly  on e  

(S lu tsk ) in  the  B e lo ru ss ian  S.S.R. N o t  a sing le  one 

was in  in d e p e n d e n t in te r w a r  L ith u a n ia ,  w h ic h  

in c lu d e d  o n ly  th e  “ fa r w e s t”  o f t r a d it io n a l L ita .

D u r in g  m o s t o f th e  in te r w a r  p e r io d ,  th e  

b o rd e r  be tw ee n  the  Polish and L ith u a n ia n  re p u b ­

lics  was c losed  (p r in c ip a lly  o v e r th e  b i t t e r  “V iln a  

d is p u te ”  b e tw e e n  th e  tw o  s ta tes); re la t io n s  b e ­

tw e e n  th e  B e lo ru s s ia n  S .S.R. and  P o lan d  w e re  

lik e w is e  d im , w ith  a ro u g h ly  equa l frenzy  o n  b o th  

sides o f th e  b o rd e r  (susp ic io ns  o f c o m m u n is t ag i­

ta to rs  in  P o la n d , and  o f “ P o lish  sp ies ”  in  th e  

U S S R ), especia lly  in  the  19 30s. B eyond th a t, each 

o f th e  n e w  re p u b lic s  had its  o w n  n a t io n a l la n ­

guage, based o n  th e  na tive  language o f th e  e th n ic  

m a jo r ity  th a t was n o w  c o m in g  in to  its  o w n  n a ­

t io n -s ta te  in  each case: L a tv ia n  in  L a tv ia , 

L ith u a n ia n  in  L ith u a n ia ,  P o lish  in  P o lan d  and 

B e lo ru s s ia n  (B e la ru s ia n ) in  th e  B e lo ru s s ia n  SSR 

( th o u g h  R uss ian , th e  in te r - re p u b l ic  n a t io n a l So­

v ie t language, was v e ry  s tro n g  to o ) .  T h e  days o f 

“ som e k in d  o f R u s s ia n ”  as a k o in e  o r  lin g u a  

franca  w e re  ove r (a t least u n t i l  th e  on se t o f W o r ld  

W a r I I  w h e n  th e  S oviets o v e rra n  ea s te rn  P o lan d , 

in  1 9 3 9 , and  w e n t o n  to  “ in c o rp o ra te ”  a ll th re e  

B a ltic  states in  1 9 4 0 ).

T h is  had to  a ffe c t n o t  o n ly  th e  c u ltu ra l li fe  

o f th e  Jew ish  c o m m u n it ie s ,  b u t  th e ir  v e ry  se lf 

d e f in i t io n .  “ S u d d e n ly ”  ( i f  to  ju d g e  by  h is to r ic a l

m easures), th e  average L itv a k  in  V iln a  was u n d e r  

m o re  tha n  a l i t t le  pressure  to  d e fin e  h im  o r  herse lf 

as a “ P o lish  J e w ”  o r  “ P o lish  c it iz e n ”  th o u g h  in  

Jew ish  c u ltu re  th e  p e rso n  was a t th e  “ o p p o s ite ”  

end  o f th e  c u ltu ra l,  fo lk lo r is t ic  and d ia le c t d iv id e  

w i th in  La s t L u ro p e a n  Jew ry . T h e  L a tv ia n  Jew, 

w h o  p re v io u s ly  had Russian and pe rhaps G e rm a n  

in  a d d it io n  to  th e  na tive  Y id d is h  and t ra d it io n a l 

H e b re w , had to  m a s te r L a tv ia n  and  was n o w  a 

c it iz e n  o f L a tv ia  ra th e r  th a n  sav a “ C o u r la n d  

L itv a k . ”  O n ly  in  L ith u a n ia ,  d id  th e  t r a d i t io n a l 

te rm  L itv a k  jib e  w e ll w i th  th e  name o f th e  ne w  

n a tio n , L ith u a n ia  —  Lietuva —  th o u g h  m anv had 

p ro b le m s  w ith  th e  l i te r a r y  and fo rm a l fo rm s  ( if  

n o t  a ll fo rm s )  o f th e  L ith u a n ia n  language, ha v in g  

p re v io u s ly  had m o re  p e rso n a l c o n ta c t w i th  R us­

s ian , P o lish  and  in  th e  w e s t, G e rm a n . In  th e  

B e lo ru s s ia n  R e p u b lic , th e  L itv a k  was n o w  a c i t i ­

zen o f th a t “ e x p e r im e n ta l su p e rs ta te ,”  th e  U n io n  

o f S ov ie t S o c ia lis t R e p u b lic s . A t  th e  same t im e  

th a t som e o f the  p r in c ip a l b o rd e rs  w e re  c losed, the  

n e w  c o n f ig u ra t io n  m ade w ay fo r  n e w  in te r r e la ­

tio n s h ip s  w ith  o th e r  pa rts  o f Last L u ro p e a n  J e w rv  

w i th  w h o m  b o rd e rs  w e re  w id e  o p e n . V iln a  and 

W arsaw  w e re  in  one  c o u n try , m a k in g  w av fo r  ease 

o f c o m m u n ic a t io n  b e tw e e n  th e  L itva ks  o f n o r th ­

ea s te rn  P o land  w i th  th e  Poylisheyidn, th e  P o lish  

Jew s, o f m o s t o f th e  re s t o f P o lan d . M in s k  and 

K ie v  w e re  in  on e  c o u n try , m a k in g  w ay to r  op e n  

cha n n e ls  b e tw e e n  th e  e a s te rn  L itv a k s  (o f th e  re ­

g io n  on ce  k n o w n  as Raysn), and th e  th ir d  g re a t 

b ra n ch , U k ra in ia n  (V o lh yn ia n -P o d o lia n -B e ssa ra - 

b ia n )  J e w ry  o n  th e  t e r r i t o r v  k n o w n  to  Y id d is h  

s tud ies  as S o u th e a s te rn  Y id d is h .
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M o re o v e r, by  th e n  th e re  w e re  la rge  c o m ­

m u n it ie s  o f c u l tu r a l ly  c o n s c io u s  L itv a k s  in  th e  

U n ite d  States and  C anada, Is ra e l, S o u th  A fr ic a , 

and  o th e r  c o rn e rs  o f th e  g lo b e  to  w h ic h  L itv a k s  

had m ig ra te d  en masse.

In  in d e p e n d e n t L ith u a n ia  and P o land , th e  

g re a t c e n te rs  o f L ith u a n ia n  T o ra h  le a rn in g , 

w h e th e r  in  Telz (T e ls ia i, L ith u a n ia ) ,  V iln a  ( th e n  

W iln o ,  P o lan d , n o w  V iln iu s  L ith u a n ia ; V a lo zh in  

( th e n  V o lo z h in , P o land , n o w  in  B e la ru s ), c o n t in ­

ued  v e ry  m u c h  as b e fo re  (e x c e p t w i th o u t  th e  ha ­

rassm en t o f th e  cza ris t re g im e !). I t  is p ro b a b ly  fa ir  

to  say th a t  a ll th e  m o d e rn  m o v e m e n ts  n o tw ith ­

s ta n d in g , th e  vast m a jo r ity  o f Jews re m a in e d  t r a ­

d i t io n a l A s h k e n a z im , s teeped  in  th e  b e lie fs  o f 

th e ir  fo re b e a rs , a lb e it  w i th  v a ry in g  degrees o f in ­

creased c o n ta c t w i th  th e ir  s u rro u n d in g s  and v a r i­

ous syntheses o f th e  o ld  and th e  n e w  ( in te rn a l as 

w e ll as e x te rn a l aspects, such as dress o r  k n o w l­

edge o f th e  c o te r r i to r ia l  n o n -J e w is h  languages).

T h e re  are c e r ta in  in te rn a l Jew ish s te re o ­

types a b o u t th e  fo u r  n e w  “ re p u b lic a n  L itv a k s ”  in  

the  in te r  w a r p e r io d . L ik e  m any o th e r  stereo types, 

th e y  are exaggera ted , b u t  have “ s o m e th in g  to  d o ”  

w ith  th e  t r u th .  T h e  s te reo type  ( fo r  w h ic h  th e re  is 

p le n t i fu l e x te rn a l ev ide nce ) h o ld s  th a t th e  m o d ­

e rn is t  e lem en ts  a m o ng  Jews in  the  L ith u a n ia n  R e­

p u b lic  (c a p ita l: K ovna  o r  Kaunas) te n d e d  p r in c i ­

p a lly  to w a rd  m o d e rn  H e b re w  language and c u l­

tu re , Z io n is m  and th e  d re a m  o f e m ig ra t io n  to  the  

re b o rn  a n c ie n t Jew ish h o m e la n d . T h e  m o d e rn is t  

L itvaks in  the  Polish R e p u b lic  (w ith  V iln a  o r  W iln o  

as th e  c u ltu ra l c e n te r and in c lu d in g  B r is k /B re s t, 

B ia ly s to k , G ro d n a , P in sk , S uva lk), w e re  m o re  in ­

c lin e d  to  B u n d is m , Y id d is h is m , and  d ia s p o r is m , 

and en joyed  close lin k s  w ith  th e  huge b lo c k  o f P o l­

ish J e w ry  (w hose  cen te rs  in c lu d e d  W arsaw , Lo dz , 

C racow , and o th e r  g re a t P o lish  c it ie s ).

In  th e  B e lo ru s s ia n  R e p u b lic  o f th e  S ov ie t 

U n io n ,  th e re  was l i t t le  ch o ic e . T h e  e a rly  p o lic ie s  

o f the  Soviet reg im e  to le ra te d  re lig io u s  p ra c tic e  by 

th e  o ld e r  g e n e ra tio n s  o n  th e ir  w ay  o u t  (b u t  n o t  

th e ir  p e rp e tu a t io n )  w h ile  b u ild in g  a b ra n d  n e w  

Y id d is h  scho o l system , w i th  b re a th ta k in g  m in o r ­

i ty  r ig h ts  fo r  Jews and  fo r  th e  n e w  S ov ie t Y id d is h  

c u ltu re  u n d e r deve lopm e n t. L o r  a b r ie fd e c a d e  and 

a h a lf o r  so, a g o o d  p a r t  o f th e  Jews o f S ov ie t 

B e lo ru s s ia  w e re  p ro u d  to  be in  a re p u b lic  w h e re  

Y id d is h  was re c o g n iz e d  a lon g s id e  th e  o th e r  na ­

t io n a l languages, an d  w h e re  th e  g o v e rn m e n t 

seem ed fo r  a t im e  to  be so favo ra b le  to w a rd  a ll its  

n a tio n a l m in o r it ie s .

W h a t is c h a ra c te r is tic  fo r  th e  L itvaks  in  a ll 

fo u r  n e w  c o u n tr ie s  of the  in te rw a r  p e r io d  is a re ­

m a rka b le  level o f c u ltu ra l a c tiv ity  and crea tiv ity . In  

the  n o n -S o v ie t c o u n tr ie s , b o th  H e b re w  and Y id ­

d ish  lite ra tu re , ed u ca tio n  and c u ltu re  c o u ld  be d e ­

ve loped freely, a ll in  a d d itio n  o f course to  the  t ra d i­

t io n a l T a lm u d ic  c u ltu re . T h e  sw if t  ach ievem ents o f 

the  p re v iou s ly  suppressed languages o f the  n a tion a l 

m a jo r it ie s  in  each served p a r tic u la r ly  as an in s p ira ­

t io n  to  para lle l ach ievem ent in  the  rea lm  o f the  Jew ­

ish ve rn acu la r, Y id d ish .

H o p e s  w e re  h ig h e s t in  in d e p e n d e n t 

L ith u a n ia  w h ic h  started o u t w ith  a M in is t r y  o f Jew -



ish A tta ins, a Jew ish N a tio n a l C o u n c il and a deep ly  

lo ya l Jew ish  p o p u la t io n .  T h e  c o u n c i l ’ s e lec ted  

leader, S h im shon  (S em yon) R osenbaum  (1 8 6 0 —  

1934) was a d e pu ty  m in is te r o t fo re ign  atfa irs in  the  

f irs t  L ith u a n ia n  g o v e rn m e n t and am o n g  the  ne w  

c o u n t r y ’ s re p rese n ta tives  a t th e  V ersa illes Peace 

C o n fe re n ce . H e  le f t  to r  P alestine, how ever, w h e n  

the  agreed s tru c tu re  o f a u to n o m y  was d ism a n tle d . 

T h e re  w e re  o th e r  setbacks, esp ec ia lly  a f te r  th e  

cou p  o f 1926. S till, as the  m aste r h is to r ia n  o f in te r ­

w a r Last L u ro p e a n  Je w ry  Lzra  M e n d e lso h n  pu ts  it ,  

“ L ith u a n ia  was a con s id e rab ly  m o re  p leasant place 

fo r  the  Jew s”  th a n  m o s t o f th e  n e ig h b o r in g  c o u n ­

tries . A n d , n o tw ith s ta n d in g  the  d is m a n tlin g  o f fo r ­

m al Jew ish a u to n o m y  and the increasing eco no m ic  

cris is  th a t fo llo w e d  in  th e  1930s, “ in  L ith u a n ia  au ­

to n o m o u s  Jew ish c u ltu re  re m a in e d , u n t i l  the  v e ry  

end , s tro n g e r and m o re  v ig o rou s  tha n  in  any o th e r  

c o u n t r y  in  L u ro p e , w h ile  th e  Jew ish  e c o n o m ic  

s itu a tio n  w e n t f ro m  bad to  w o rs e .”  T h e  facts and 

im p lic a tio n s  o f th e  e x p e r im e n t w ith  Jew ish  a u ­

to n o m y  in  in d e p e n d e n t L ith u a n ia  have n o w  been 

su rveyed  in  th e  s tu d y  by  Sarunas L ie k is , A State 

w ith in  a State? Jewish Autonom y in L ith u a n ia , 

1 9 1 8 — 19 2 5  (V iln iu s  2 0 0 3 ).

A c c o rd in g  to  th e  figu res  o f Is ra e li scho la r 

D o v  Le v in , a to ta l o f 3 3 1 Y id d is h  and 2 3 3 H e b re w  

p e r io d ic a l p u b lic a tio n s  appeared in  in d e p e n d e n t 

L ith u a n ia  b e tw e e n  1922 and 19 40 . T h e re  w e re  

fo u r  d is tin c t m o d e rn  educa tiona l m ovem ents, all in  

a d d it io n  to  th e  t ra d it io n a l khadorim  (e le m e n ta ry  

schools) and yeshivas ( in s titu te s  fo r  h igh e r ra b b in ic  

le a rn in g ). T h e y  w e re  k n o w n  by the  nam es o f the  

o rg an iza tio n s  th a t ran  th e m : th e  Kultiir-lige ( “ C u l­

tu re  League”  by  th e  secu la r le f t - le a n in g  

Y id d is h is ts ); Yavne (af te r  th e  a n c ie n t to w n  Yavne, 

see p. 29 , by  th e  t ra d it io n a lis t  o r th o d o x ) ;  Tarbut 

( “ C u ltu re ”  b y  th e  H e b ra is t  Z io n is ts ) ,  and  a re ­

m a rka b le  ca te g o ry  th a t cam e to  be ca lled  di pshore- 

shuln ( li te ra lly  “ c o m p ro m is e  scho o ls ”  w h e re  c u r ­

r ic u la  fro m  m o re  tha n  one id eo log y  w e re  ta u g h t in  

ta n d e m ). L o r  th e  schoo l yea r 1 9 2 0 -1 9 2  1, Le v in  

co u n ts  s ix tee n  schools o f th e  K u ltu r- lig e y th i r t y  o f 

Yavne, fo r ty -s ix  Tarbut and s ix ty -e ig h tpshore-shuln.

In  th e  V iln a  re g io n  o f n o rth e a s te rn  Po land, 

th e re  w e re  ju s t  u n d e r te n  th o u sa n d  c h ild re n  e n ­

ro lle d  in  m o d e rn  Jew ish e le m e n ta ry  schoo ls b e ­

lo n g in g  to  s ix d if  fe re n t ed u c a tio n a l m ove m en ts  in  

th e  1 9 2 9 -1 9 3 0  scho o l year, o n  th e  fig u re s  as­

sem b led  by  th e  m a jo r  in te rw a r  V iln a  e d u c a to r 

M oysh e  S h a lit (1 8 8  5— 1 9 4 1 ). T h e  b re a k d o w n  is 

9 .8 %  in  T a lm u d -T o rah s  (w h ic h  c o m b in e d  t r a d i­

t io n a l c o n te n t w ith  som e m o d e rn  m e th o d o lo g y ), 

1 0 .3 %  in  t ra d it io n a l,  u n m o d e rn iz e d  khadorim , 

1 1 .3%  in  O r th o d o x  schoo ls , 1 1 .7%  in  secu la r 

Y id d is h is t  schoo ls , 2 2 .7 %  in  m o d e rn  Jew ish  

schools stressing c o m m a n d  o f Polish, and 2 3 .2 %  in  

th e  best f in a n c e d  system , th e  Z io n is t  T a rb u t 

schools. T h e  re m a in d e r (1 1 % ) w e re  e n ro lle d  in  

specia l Jew ish seco nd a ry  schools.

O n  the  c o u n t o f Leyzer Ran, the re  w e re  sev­

en teen  Y id d is h  da ilie s  in  V iln a  a lone  in  th e  years 

be tw ee n  1906  and 1940 , and tw e n ty - fo u r  serious 

pe riod ica ls .

L o r  La tv ia , Z . M ic h a e li c o u n ts  o ve r te n  

tho usan d  p u p ils  in  the  1 9 2 8 -1 9 2 9  schoo l year, at­

tending schools w here  the  language of in s tru c tio n  

was Y iddish (4 8 % ), H e b rew  (3 1% ), G erm a n
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(14%) or Russian (7%). The Latvian language was 

taught in nearly all of them as well, but was not gen­

erally the main language of instruction for other 

subjects.

The Litvak territory of the Soviet Union’s 

interwar borders comprised virtually all of the 

Belorussian Republic, hefty chunks of eastern 

Ukraine and small sections of western Russia. The 

Belorussian Republic was much smaller than 

today’s Belarus; what is now western Belarus was 

then mostly northeastern Poland: the cities 

Grodna, Brisk (Brest), Pinsk and Vilna were all 

then in Poland (known as Grodno, Brzesc, Pinsk 

and Wilno respectively; with the exception of 

today’s Lithuanian capital, Vilnius, the rest are in 

Belarus). The interwar Soviet Belorussian terri­

tory was more or less circumscribed then by (go­

ing clockwise) Minsk, Polotsk, Vitebsk, Mohilev, 

Gomel, Mozer, Bobruisk and Slutsk.

Minsk became the “Litvak center” of So­

viet Yiddish literature in the 1920s. Its writers, 

educators and cultural initiators had come from 

the same sort of Lithuanian shtetl backgrounds as 

those on the western side of the Soviet— non-So­

viet divide, but instead of ending up in a “normal” 

interwar east-central Luropean state such as 

Lithuania, Latvia or Poland, they found them­

selves in a corner of the one-in-the-world Soviet 

experiment, with its initial highs, and then, from 

the mid 19 30s onward, its progressively brutal de­

struction by the very government that set it all up.

In the field of education it boasted Yiddish 

teachers’ institutes in Minsk and Vitebsk. Its Yid­

dish school system had 3 1,340 students enrolled

in the 1930— 1931 school year (representing 

55.5% of the school-aged population).

The central literary personality, and in a so­

ciety where poets were held in the highest esteem, 

the “Yiddish King of Minsk” (and all Soviet 

Belorussia) was the very talented (and verv com­

munist) Ixzy Kharik, a native of Zembin, a shtetl not 

far from Minsk. A shoemaker’s son, he rose in the 

1920s to acquire rapid fame in the new Soviet 

Union and beyond. His poetic talents, including a 

mastery of the application of folkloric material to 

modernist poetry, were almost all dedicated to the 

Revolution. Among his most famous works from 

the 1920s are Naje erd (“New Larth”) and Minsker 

blotes (“The Mudpools of Minsk”). He edited 

Shtern, an influential literary monthly, and even had 

a sort of festschrift dedicated to him in 1935. Dur­

ing the first great purge of 1937, he was arrested, 

tortured and murdered, as were most of the Minsk 

circle, effectively bringing to an end the verv brief 

seventeen years or so of state supported Soviet 

Litvak culture.

In the realm of elementarv education, the 

Jewish section of the Communist Partv, which 

ruthlessly suppressed both religious and Hebrew 

culture, set up a Yiddish school system that catered 

for 36,650 children in the 1932-1933 school vear. 

Shortly af ter the purge of the writers, scholars and 

cultural leaders of Minsk in 19 37, the school svs- 

tem was closed down. On July 3"1 19 38 the Bureau 

of the Communist Party ’s C entral Committee or­

dered the closure of Jewish educational institutions 

by September L' of that vear.



According to the research of Yitshak Arad, 

the number of Litvaks in their native territory (in 

other words, those who had not emigrated), was 

split between the new republics as follows on the

eve of the Second World War:

Belorussian Republic of the USSR: 375,092

Latvian Republic: 94,000

Lithuanian Republic: 147,000

Polish Republic (Litvak regions of

Bialystok, Polesie, Novogrudok

and Wilno): 504,991

In addition to these four principal repub­

lics, there were Litvak minorities among the Jews 

of the Russian and Ukrainian republics of the So­

viet Union:

Russia (Litvak regions in the

Nevel and Lubavitch districts): 4,247

Ukraine (Litvak region in the

Chernigov district): 31,887

This made for an estimated grand total, on 

Arad’s figures, of 1,157, 2 17 Litvaks, on known 

figures, in the republics of inter war Lurope be­

fore the Holocaust. Over ninety percent per­

ished in the Holocaust. Alas, the highest percent­

age of Jews killed in any country in Lurope was 

in Lithuania itself (in the mid nineties), a conse­

quence of the massive enthusiastic participation 

in the killing by Lithuanian nationalist “acti­

vists”. In many localities, violence against Jewish 

civilians broke out in the days following the col­

lapse of Soviet authority on 22 June 1941 and 

before the Germans had arrived. Later, when 

the Nazis organized the mass murders methodi­

cally, the overwhelming majority of killers (“Jew 

shooters”) were enthusiastic Lithuanian volun­

teers. At the same time, one must never forget 

the inspirational bravery of those who risked 

themselves and their families to rescue a Jewish 

neighbor.

323



In Four New Republics

For many centuries the vast majority of Litvaks lived in the Grand Duchv of 
Lithuania. And then, with the three partitions of Poland-Lithuania in the late eigh­
teenth century, they came in stages to live in the czarist Russian hmpire.

After World War I, however, they were split between lour new republics: 

Lithuania, Poland, the Belorussian republic of the Soviet Union, and Î atvia (with 
smaller concentrations in eastern Ukraine and western Russia). Lach of these 

countries had its own national language and new educational svstems (and lan­

guage laws) designed to develop its own culture and literature. Yiddish language 
and culture were at a peak during this period in all these countries, and new forms 

of bilingualism and multilingualism were gaining various degrees of acceptance 
throughout the region. Yiddish had the “most” legal rights (including use in courts 
and post offices and official signs and seals) in Belorussia for about a decade (from 
the mid twenties to the mid thirties), before the Stalin regime’s brutal destruc­

tion of Yiddish culture in the late 19 30s.

While all four republics produced important Litvak Yiddish writers, it was 

Vilna (then Wilno) that became the world center of Yiddish scholarship, thanks 

in no small part to the establishment there of the Yivo Institute for Jew ish Re­
search in 1925. Independent Lithuania, centered in Kaunas (Kovna) became a 

major center for modern Hebrew education. Traditional rabbinic culture flour­

ished throughout the region except in Belorussia w here it w as harshlv repressed.



In the Lithuanian Republic

The Ikhiltshik Brothers Mens’ 

Tiilors in Vilkom ir (Ukmerge)

A primer in Lithuanian language for 

Hebrew schools, published in 

Maryampol (Mariampole) in 1928
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In the Polish Republic
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lr .K li l io n . il Jewish hoste l lo r  the  p oo l' ( / luhhnt^rs 

I’li-lum, lite r . i lh  “ R ecep tion  lo r  (d ie s is ” ) in 

S lo n in i (now  in B e larus) w e lcom es trave lle rs  in 

Polish and Y idd ish

Y iln .i (th en  W ’iln o ) always spoke in 

m a m  laneua^es...

A h a ild iv s s i- i in ( k h m e n e  (th en  ( )shm iana; now 

\s m ia m . B elarus) lo o k s  lo r  c lie n ts  in Y idd ish  and

Polish

jew ish new sstand in \  ilna



In the Belorussian Republic of the U.S.S.R

A Jewish collective farm 

in the late 1920s

The Yiddish State 'T heater of 

Belorussia in M insk (housed in a 

fo rm er synagogue) welcomes its 

patrons in Belarusian and Yiddish

Closeup o f the theater’s name
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A n ti-re lijuo us 

(Bobruisk) in 

l\r Ajiikovn-'- (

pub lica tion  in Babrovsk 

1929 lu im orouslv called 

“ Tbe H e re tic ” )
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Vidclisb-Bel.irusian pocket d ic tio n .ir \

(M insk 19^2). One of the com pilers was the 

great Belarusian w r ite r  Z m itro k  Biadula 

(pen name o f S lim uel-N okbern Plavnik o f 

Posotsk, who bewail bis lite ra rv c arec-r in 

Yiddish and I febrew ).
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In the Latvian Republic
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Posing for the cam era in a shtetl

T h e  sh te tl M ic h a lc s h ik  (p ro n o u n c e d  M ik h a lc s h ik )  was in  the  he a rt o l the  p ro v ­

ince of V iln a  in  the  c /a r is t p e r io d . In  1885 , th e re  w e re  o f f ic ia lly  845  in h a b ita n ts  

in  th e  v illage, o l w h o m  a ro u n d  9 0 %  w e re  Jew ish. I t  is a p ic tu re s q u e  l i t t le  v illage 

set in  a sharp bend  o l the  V iliv a  R iver w h ic h  envelops it  on  tw o  sides. F o r genera ­

tio n s  access I ro m  across the  r iv e r  was via a te r r v  on  d ra g  ropes. A f te r  th e  h irs t  

W o r ld  W ar, a b r id g e  was b u ilt .

These photog raphs are fro m  the p e rio d  between the s tart o l the  h irs t W o rld  

W ar and the  t im e  ju s t b e lo re  the  o u tb re a k  o l W o r ld  W a r I I .  In  the  in te rw a r  years 

M ic h a lc s h ik  was p a r t o l Poland. Today (k n o w n  as M ic h a lis h k i)  i t  is in  B e la rus, 

n o t la r  I ro m  the  b o rd e r  w ith  m o d e rn  L ith u a n ia .



Genuine “natural photos” of shtetl Jews are hard to come by. The shtetl 
was poor and when a traveling photographer came to town, it was a kind of holi­
day. People ran for their best clothing. They were moreover in awe of the magical 

camera device, and often froze up in a fixed expression. The photographer fre- 
quentlv brought his own props, such as fancy clothing, an elaborate chair, a bi­
cycle or tricycle, cardboard painted backgrounds and other odds and ends. The 

rowboat is for real, however. Rowing and 

swimming were beloved sports on the Viliya 
River, which flows into Vilna (Vilnius), and 

then joins the Nieman at Kovna (Kaunas).

On the Lithuanian side of the border the 
river is now known as the Neris.

Most of these photographs were col­
lected by Michaleshik native Lsther 
Livingston, now of Los Angeles, California, 

with the assistance of her son, Professor Ld- 

ward LI. Livingston (UCLA), as part of an 
internet project to preserve the memorv of 
the Jewish life of her native town.

Rowing on the V iliva River

Aaron-Yelvel Ciuherskv, one of the lending tim ber merchants in town 

before the hirst W orld War. Like many, he was le ft impoverished 

after the war. Trees from  the deep forests nearbv would he cut 

down, and the ir loos rolled in to the Viliva, knocked together in to 

rafts durinu the spring thaw, and floated (w ith  a sort of captain in a 

litt le  booth built on to the rafts), to \  ilna, kovna, and the Baltic 

Sea, where thev were usuallv loaded onto ships for farawav tim ber 

markets. Aaron-Velvel died in the m id 1920s. l ie  had ten children.



\
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fru m ke , the last of Aaron-Yelvel 

Ciuberskv’s ten children, perished in the 

Holocaust w ith  her voung family.

Aaron-YelvcTs grandson, Idtshik C'hait. The 

p icture was for his hride, Dveirke Ozhinskv, hut 

he died at the age ol seventeen, helore the 

wedding. IX e irke  perished in the Holocaust in 

1941, hut her niece, Tsila Bikson (iu te rm an 

survived, and was the last Jew in Svinlsvanke 

(Svencioneliai) un til her death in 2007.

£

Another grandchild, Menke Katz, who went 

on to become “ the poet of M ichaleshik”  in 

America where his fam ily m igrated in 1920 

(see p. 207). l ie  died in 1991.



rm  lam ed residents of the 
village of M id  latest lik ...
f ro m  the t -s thcr <md i :d \ \< ird  
1 i \  in^stoiH' ( a )!!( '( /ion in I  o s  
. \ / if>'( 'h \ s . (;<i l i fo n }/< /

Aaron-Yeh el Ciuherskv’s 

eranddauehter Blum ke Ro^ovskv 

(later I.axer). H er m andolin is for 

real. M andolin plavine (usine a 

local svsicm of numbers lo r notes) 

was verv widespread. She 

emigrated as a voune woman to 

Israel and lived to the m id l c)cK)s.
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Unnamed residents of the 
village of Michaleshik...
from the I s  ther mid I-(/ward 
Livingstone Collection in Los 
Angc'h\s, Californio





I'muuncd residents of 
T l te village of Miel lalesl lik...
I join the Almislike lioj>o\ sk\ 
Collet tion ( lei . W i \ )



Litvak w o m e n  in action
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S tuden ts in \o lk o u 's h ik  

(now  Vaukawsk, B e larus)

441

( )| th o d o x  a c li\ L ts  in Y iln a Z io n is t activ ists in M c m c l

(now Klaipeda, Lithuania)
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Lithuanian Jewish Art

The tradition of modern Lithuanian Jewish artists is usually traced to sculptor 

Mark Antokolsky (1842— 1902), a native of Vilna who rose to become a highly 

acclaimed sculptor in the Russian Lmpire. Some of his work draws upon the 

experience of Lithuanian Jewish culture, such as his Talmudic Debate (1869), 

though his most famous themes spanned time, history and 

religions. He is best known for his Mephisto, Jesus the Cruci­

fied and Peter the Great.

In music, the violinist Jascha Heifetz (1901 — 1987) 

is usually cited as the foremost representative of Lithuanian 
Jewry.

But it is important to distinguish between Litvaks who 

succeeded in the arts (or for that matter in any field), whether 

in their place of birth or abroad, on the one hand, and, on the 

other, Litvaks whose art is inextricably linked with 

Lithuanian Jewish culture. The categories are, as so much in 

art, not very easy to distinguish. Chaim Soutine (1893—

194 3), for example, a native of Smilovitsh, southeast of
Minsk (now Smilavicy, Belarus) who studied in Vilna before moving to Paris, 11 l̂ imm 

drew his overt inspiration from his later Parisian environment, but who is to tor Antokolskv 

sav or know what effect his Lithuanian Jewish youth may have had? Would he /)<•/>,

have been “Soutine” had he hailed from someplace else?

If we are to adhere to the stricter definition of Lithuanian Jewish cul­

ture, the most famous phenomenon is the celebrated coterie of artists who 

hailed from the Vitebsk region or studied art at Vitebsk in the years before, 

during and after the Russian Revolution (some of them explicitly part of the 

‘Vitebsk school,” some not). This group is best known for its most renowned
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exponent, Marc C hagall (born in Lyoxna in 1887), but it produced an array of 

other talented twentieth century artists, among them Meyer Akselrod (1902— 

1970); Abraham Brazer (1892-1942); Anna Abelevna Kagan (1902— 1974); 

Yelena Kabischer-Yakerson (1903— 1990); Anatoly Kaplan (1902— 1980); 

Lazar Khidekel (1904— 1986); Lev Leitman (1896— 1974); Ll Lissitzky 

(1890— 1941); Abraham Manievich (1881 — 1942); Isaac Milchin (1894— 

±1941); Yefim Minin (1898— 1940); David Yakerson (1896— 1947); 

Solomon Yudovin (1892— 1954); and numerous others.

The places where they were born and raised, and where thev turned to 

“Lithuanian Jewish art,” as we may call it, are nearly all in the spiritual heart­

land of Shneur-Zalmen’s Chabad-Lubavitch movement (see pp. 127-1 37). 

Shneur-Zalmen and Chagall (originally Segal) were both born in Lvozna, near 

Vitebsk (though Shneur-Zalmen came to be associated with Lyadi, and C hagall 

with Vitebsk itself). Without claiming too much, it is plausible to argue that 

the “freer roaming spirit seeking the kabbalistic heavens” of the Lithuanian 

Hasidim in the far east of Lita lent itself to the re-expression of everyday (east­

ern) Lithuanian Jewish life in those specific types of art actually developed.

But the originator and teacher of the entire group (and C hagall’s first 

teacher) was a Litvak from the Vilna region in central Lita, whose life’s wan­

derings took him up and down the territory of Jewish Lithuania. Lie was Yehuda 

(Yuri) Pen, whose biography has been admirably reconstructed in CL 

Kasovsky’s Artists from Vitebsk. Yehuda Pen and his Pupils.

Pen was born in 1854 in Novo-Aleksandrovsk (affectionately known in 

Yiddish as Senderke, after the diminutive of Alexander; it is now Zarasai, 

Lithuania). As a boy he drew many ornaments, borders, and designs for tradi­

tional books and manuscripts, and eventually started painting human objects 

and scenes from life. With the exception of the scribal arts, and synagogue 

decorations, art was not one of the genres of traditional Ashkenazic Jewry. But 

as fate would have it, a relative of Pen’s was a sign-writer (one step closer!) in 

nearby Dvinsk (now Daugavpils in Latvia, across the border from Zarasai; in 

those years just a matter of crossing from Kovna to Courland gubernias within 

the Russian Lmpire). Pen left for his relative in Dvinsk in 1867 and ended up 

as an assistant to a housepainter. He befriended the modernist Pumpiansky 

family (best known for its “government rabbi” Aaron Llijah, 18 35— 1893) 

who supported him. He also befriended a student of St. Petersburg’s Academy 

of Art who was vacationing in Dvinsk. Pen left for St. Petersburg in 1879, where 

he studied art intensively and befriended a circle of budding Jewish artists.



Alter completing his studies, he re­

turned to Novo-Aleksandrovsk in 1886, 

moving on to Dvinsk and then Riga. He 

settled lor some years in Kreitzburg (now 

Krustpils, Latvia) in the 1890s. Pen’s 

Iriends and admirers helped set him up 

with his own drawing school in Vitebsk in 

1897. C hagall was later to record in his 

memoirs the overriding importance ol the 

dav in his boyhood when he chanced upon 

a sign advertizing Pen’s drawing school. A 

number ol Pen’s pupils who went on to 

become major artists (Lissitzky and 

Yudovin among them) had taken part in 

An-skv’s lolkloristic expedition to the 

Ukraine between 1912 and 1915, and 

found inspiration in traditional Jewish re­

ligious art (synagogues, cemeteries, book 

andpmkes design, and so forth).

In 19 17, when C hagall returned tri­

umphantly to Vitebsk as the Soviets’ com­

missar lor line arts and director ol the new 

Free Academy ol Art, he took great care to 

show every respect to his teacher Yehuda 

Pen, who continued to paint and teach in 

Vitebsk lor the rest ol his life. Pen was 
murdered in his home in Vitebsk in March 19 37, a crime that has vet to be 

investigated properly.

C hagall left Russia lor good in 1922 and eventually settled in Prance 

w here he lived out his long and productive life bolstered bv extensive interna­
tional acclaim. Chagall, incidentally, is a “Frenchified” form ol the common 

Jew ish surname Segal, itself an acronym lor Hebrew' words meaning “assis­

tant to the priest” which means, in effect, a Lcvite, the second ol the three 

ancient “castes.” In deep Lithuanian pronunciation, s and sh are frequently 

confounded or merged as a single sibilant. The stress on the final syllable is both 

more French-sounding and also in keeping with an old Jewish tradition that 

acronyms (w hether personal names or not) deriving from three consonants get



a vowels and are stressed on the linal syllable (tor example, Babcid, Shabcid, and 

such common words as tanakh ‘I Iebrew Bible’).

Completed in 1917, Yehuda Pen’s Get (“Divorce”) depicts a Jewish di­

vorce proceeding in a typical bezdn-shtibl (“rabbinical courthouse”), olten a room 

in the rabbi’s house. The rabbinical court comprises three judges (the three men 

seated at the leit ol the picture); the right-most member ol the tribunal, seated at a 

separate table, is apparently the scribe who keeps a record ot the proceedings. At 

this stage ol the proceeding, the husband tells his side ot the storv while the w ile, 
seated at right, listens unhappily (the reverse would happen when her turn comes). 
Relatives and others are huddled near the door listening, talking, negotiating. The 

men are listening just inside the door, the women just outside...
The rabbinical court is a misnagdic one. The picture on the wall (at right) is 

one of the traditional depictions of theCiaonolVilna (rather than of Shneur-Xalmen, 
as would be the case in a C habad setting). The scene seems to have been inspired bv 
an event the artist witnessed in his native area north of Vilna rather than in theover- 

whelminglv Chabad-I Aibavitch Vitebsk region. The portrait hanging to its left ap­
pears to be of Moses Monte!lore (1784--- 188 5), a famous leader ol British Jew rv,

philanthropist and intercederon behalf of Jew s worldw ide' in times ol crisis. 11 is



portrait began to hang in Jewish homes in the Pale of Settlement af ter his famous 

1846 visit to Russia to persuade the czar to treat his Jewish subjects more humanely. 
He made many benefactions for projects to improve the plight of persecuted Jewries 

around the world and has remained a legendary figure. He lived to the age of 101.

Lissitzkv (1890— 1941) may be best known for his Soviet avant-garde work 
of later years, but his early Jewish work remains a vital historical component of the 

Vitebsk school and its artistic encapsulation of traditional Jewish culture. The ma­

jor family festival of the Jewish calendar is the Passover seyder (seder), at which a 

number of songs are merrily sung by all the family. One of the most beloved is called 

Khad gadyo. Originally written in Yiddish around the fifteenth century, an Aramaic 

translation made it into the canonical Hagodah (Passover seyder book) in the six­

teenth century. The song itself follows an internationally popular motif of A con­

suming B consuming C and so forth. It is a “counting up and down” song featuring 

a little goat which is mangled by a cat which, in turn, is done in by a dog, the dog by 

a stick, the stick by a fire, the fire by water, the water by an ox (who drinks it), the 
ox bv the slaughterer, and the slaughterer by the Angel of Death and the Angel of 

Death bv (iod. Hach stanza starts one level higher and counts to the bottom, to the 

little goat, and to the refrain Khad gadyo (“one little goat [that my father bought for 

two zuzim ]”). Whether or not accurate in the history of the song’s composition, its 

acquired symbolism as an allegory tor Jewish history probably helped it get into the 

sacred praver canon for the Passover holiday. The ancient kingdom of Israel was 

sw allow ed bv the Assyrians, the Assyrians were swallowed bv the Babylonians, the 

Babylonians by the Greeks, the Greeks by the Romans and so forth, while the little 

goat — the people of Israel — is somehow still around.

Lissitzkv’s V’oso nuro (“Then came a fire [that burnt the stick]”) is rich in 

elements of the Vitebsk school’s fantastic angular representations 

of the shtetl, with the two tablets to the left, in the “shtetl sector” 
of the painting, apparently representing the Ten C ommandments 

ornament on the synagogue. The more complete Yiddish text 
wrapping the work from above reads Iz  gekumen dos foyer un 

farbrentdem shtekn (“and then came the fire and burnt the stick”).

The lettering at the bottom is the shorter Aramaic V’oso nuro 

omitting the rest of the line (v ’soraf Vkhutro “and burnt the stick”), 

in keeping with the tradition of elliptical verbal parlance, where 

the first words of a famed passage of quote “are enough” when 

speaking to others w ithin the culture. Most of ten in such cases, a 

word or two of Hebrew or Aramaic would suffice for launching 
into a longer Yiddish translation or elucidation.
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Solomon Yudovin (1892— 1954) is sometimes considered the “link” 
between Jewish folklore studies and modern Jewish art. A native of 

Beshenkovitsh (near Vitebsk), he was the official artist on An-sky’s 1912-1914 
expedition (see p. 244), and his realistic drawings of everything from book de­
signs to synagogue construction to tombstone inscriptions became the basis for 
incorporation of these elements (by him and others) into novel and imaginative

Yudovin’s Sabbath portrays some­

thing of the atmosphere of those few mo­

ments leading up to sundown— onset of the 

Jewish Shabes — when the Sabbath candles 
are lit and the lady of the house makes the 
blessing on the candles while covering her 
face with her palms. In addition to the 

candles in the windows, the atmosphere is 
one of the Jewish woman who is empow­

ered to bless the candles over the entire 

shtetl. The tailor’s and bootmaker’s shops 

are resting for Sabbath too, and the ever­
present wandering beggar with his torbe 

(beggar’s sack), looking to “help” some 

Jewish family “earn” the good deed of wel­
coming a poor guest for Shabes.

The gentleman doing the writing in Chagall’s Literature has the beard and 

cap of a traditional soj/fer (scribe who specializes in writing Torahs), and he ap­

pears to be writing in an opened scroll of the Torah. But he is not seated with the 

required formal decorum of the traditional scribe, and the two visible words he 
has written are in Yiddish, not Hebrew. They arcAmoliz, the beginning formula 

of a Yiddish story (as in “Once upon a time there was...”). It is as if the painting 
is chronicling the transition from the old Hebraic scribal art to the new art of the 

Yiddish storyteller. The goat behind is bleating out the word: “Chagall” as if the 

artist is receiving his heavenly call, not from God or one of his prophets as in the 

Bible, but from one of His lowly creatures.

Humans and animals alike defying gravity and dancing over the village are, 

of course, classic Chagall. It is a theme inspired, it seems, by the popular versions 
of Chabad Kabbalah that were so widespread in eastern Lita. The flying horse





holding a traditional candlestick, and the assertive purple-dressed woman hold­
ing a book, are characteristic of such imagery, as is the theme ol the lovers on the 
ground whose imaginary word is that of the kabbalistic heavens. Indeed, love is 

a central motif in basic kabbalistic texts.
A profound analysis of Jewish sources and their use by C hagall is Benjamin 

Harshav’s “C hagall: Postmodernism and Fictional Worlds in Painting” in the 
Guggenheim Museum’s Marc Chagall and the Jewish Theater (N.Y. 1992).
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Ch.lg.-lll's / thr I (1 9 1 1 -1 9 1 2 )

M
u

se
u

m
 

o
f 

M
o

d
e

r
n

 
A

rt
 

(N
e

w
 

Y
o

rk
)



This March 1930 edition of the interwar period’s 
leading Yiddish literary journal, Warsaw’s Literarishe bleter 

(published by Boris Kletskin ofVilna), leads off with a 1924 

photo of Chagall signed by him on top, in Yiddish: D i 

Literarishe bleter m it libe-grus , M ark  Shagal, 1924 (“For L ite - 

rarishe bleter with greetings of love, Marc Chagall, 1924”). 
The photo and greeting date from the year when the journal 
was founded by master Yiddish editor Nakhmen Mayzil 

(1887— 1966), and represent the artist’s wishes for the new 
(and then still daring) enterprise of a Yiddish literary weekly 

at an international standard. This 1930 issue has the head­

line “Marc Chagall’s hundred new illustrations.”

1930 f i s n  .it tO m r  IHSjjjMB ^

jra rT iro B r? -
SBTTtOPTt —
-unranraiw  s '  —m

DTOftnBDl9'M mXIS
!T r»  iraar* »r*» wan 'f jn  r u e  tows ■v? " ) p::** '* ;r*rtt

ere r -m  *- ™ mmnoc*>** ;•* js-arr -rs r« can o*r .-ne

A major school of young artists flourished in Vilna 
during the inter war period. They are only now attracting 

scholarly and popular interest. One of the leading young tal­
ents was Benzion Mikhtom (1909— 1941) who was active 

in the Yung Vilne (“Young Vilna”) literary movement as well as in producing art 

for the famed M aydim  Yiddish Puppet Theater on Konska Street (now Arkhip

gatve in Vilnius). He perished at Ponar, the 
mass killing site near Vilna. A number of 
his works have been discovered by and are 

housed at Lithuania’s Vilna Gaon Jewish 
State Museum.

Chagall’s greetings to the 

accomplishments of Yiddish 

literature

Benzion M ikh tom ’s Jewish

Shoemaker in a Cellar
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Another major Vilna artist is Yonia Fain. Born in the Ukraine in 191 3, he 
moved to Vilna in the early 1920s when his lather was appointed to teach at Sofia 
Gurevich’s secondary school (see p. 278). The art teacher at the school, A. 
Chastrau, an ethnic German Irom the Sudetenland who mastered Yiddish in 
Vilna, saw in the boy a great talent and inspired him. bain studied in Vilna 

University’s art department, and escaped the I lolocaust via Shanghai. 1 le cele­

brated his ninety-filth birthday in New York in 2008.

Yonia I ain ’ s I he l our

Horsemen of the Apoeiilvj^e
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The heartland o! Yiddish theater was in the southern, 

non-Litvak parts oi hast Luropean Jewry, in the spirit ol its 
founder, Avrom Goldladen (1840— 1908) ol Staro- 

Konstantinov, Ukraine. In iaet, hv the twentieth century, the 
standard Yiddish ol the theater was dewlopingon the basis ol 

Southeastern (“Ukrainian”) Yiddish while the literary lan­

guage was standardized mostly on the Lithuanian model. I .ater, 
in the inter war period, the Moscow Yiddish theater made great 
contributions under its brilliant star, Solomon Mikhoels 

(1890— 1948), who was murdered by Stalin’s henchmen.

The major Lithuanian Jewish contribution to Yiddish theater was the 

lamed Vliner trupc (Vilna Troupe). Its origin is sometimes traced to the 1912 yisit 
to Vilna ol Jacob Ben-Ami (1890— 1977), in which he put together an amateur 
theater group that went on to deyelop further. The Vilna troupe became famous 

lor producing on stage serious works ol modern Yiddish literature rather than 
the ad-hoc comedies that so delighted audiences in those years. Its greatest suc­

cess, directed by Warsaw born Dayicl I Ierman (1876 — 19 57), was An-sky’s 

Dybbuk, which became an instant classic.

A eroup ol Jewish art 

students .it \  ilna University 

in the 1 9 }()s. D uring  the 

Polish period, it was known 

.is Stefan Batori University.

Jacob Ben-Am i (seated, 

center), v isiting \  iIna in 

1912, puts together the 

amateur theater compam 

that would evolve in to the 

V ilna Troupe.

I.
cv

/e
r 

R
an

 
C

o
ll

ec
ti

o
n



I In- Yiln.i Iiow|>r in i t l u - w l . n

I.
ev

/.
cr

 
R

<m
 

C
o

ll
ec

ti
o

n



Today

The traditional territory of Jewish Lithuania is of ten considered to be, from 
the Jewish point of view, one vast graveyard, painful beyond words. There are 

hundreds of mass graves throughout modern Lithuania, Belarus and Latvia, 

where the Holocaust was in no small degree “tested” in the months immedi­
ately following the Nazi invasion of June 1941 (leading up to the January 1942 
Wannsee Conference and its aftermath). The murder rate in Lithuania per se 

was the highest in all Lurope, and today’s Republic of Lithuania is home to 

202 known Holocaust mass murder sites (there are various additional 

“smaller” ones as well). Most of the actual shooting was done by enthusiastic 
local collaborators (who came from many walks of life) under Nazi German 

supervision. Later, during the Soviet period, Jewish historic sites were often 
destroyed or simply lef t to the ravages of the elements, as the remnant Jewish 
communities were subject to the repressive machinery of the Soviet system. 
They were simply unable to maintain much of their heritage. And, it is only 
natural that for survivors of the Holocaust, the genocide of greatest magni­

tude in human history, living out a peaceful and uncontroversial life, and crea­

ting new families, was accomplishment enough in many cases.
Rummaging “on site” for traces of the glorious Lithuanian Jewish past 

can be a rather haunting enterprise. In the years since the “loosening” and col­
lapse of the Soviet Union, many mass graves have been properly marked with 
respectful multilingual monuments (often paid for by survivors from Israel or 

America). Still, many historically significant Jewish buildings are left unmarked, 
whether renovated for other purposes or not. Many old Jewish cemeteries in 
modern Belarus continue to be destroyed right now, as the stones are freely 

looted for ballast, building blocks and assorted other uses. The looting is often 

done “legally” by local government authorities. In modern Lithuania, by con­
trast, all known Jewish cemeteries were fenced in, marked and legally protected 

shortly after independence.
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Nation States
on the Territory of Traditional 
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in 1970
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Modern States
on the Territory of Traditional 
Jewish Lithuania (Lita/Lite)

Scale 1: 5,700,000
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T h e  ru in  lh . it  was once the  ereat 

Y alozh in  veshiva (see p. 147), now 

in  Y a lo / in , B e larus.

:*r>8

Ih e  fo rm e r m a in  svnaeoeue o l D v in sk  

(now  Daugavpils , Latv ia ) is an e lec tr ica l 

eoods s to re , w ith  no  m e n tio n  o l its 

e rs tw h ile  h is to rv .

O ne  o l the  m a m  patios in 

B rest, B e larus, m ade o l Jewish 

gravestones. T h e  in s c r ip t io n s , 

som e o f th e m  c e n tu r ie s -o ld , 

are face -up  and fu llv  readable.

C lo se -u p  o f the' pa tio .

Ih e  W r it in g  on the  W a ll: W h e n  Sovie t-e ra  p laste r is scraped o ff d u r in g  

renova tions , Y idd ish  and Polish store  siens pa in ted  on the  o r ig in a l 

b r ic k w o rk  are o fte n  visible' (and usuallv p a in ted  over s tra igh t awav). Phis 

street in Brest is now “  17 !h of S ep tem ber S tre e t”  nam ed for the date in 

l lM P  w h i'i i  the  Soviet arm v o verran  then  Pastern  Poland. Before  the war 

the  street was nam ed /V/vf/.;,  fo r the  Polish Y idd ish  author V  1 . Peietz

( 1 Si:—m 5).



A nd , thousands ot h is to ric  o ld  Jewish stone's .nc s im p h  

s in k in g  in to  the' g ro un d . I his one' is in the' o ld  Je'wish

ce ' im ' te ' iA in l l o / n p u t  ( n o w  A i / p u t e \  I . . i t \ i . i ).
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The small of survivors was subjected to a brutal svstem whose goal w as to 
produce a homogeneous “homo Sovieticus.” It w as a goal that in some measure 

succeeded, especiallv lor those born alter the war, or who were too voungat its 
outbreak to have been lullvacculturated in hast huropean Jewish civilization. In 
the absence of schools and other institutions to promulgate the diverse varieties of 
Jewish culture, a colossal decline was inevitable. In recent decades, migration to 

Israel and the West, a low birthrate, and continuing assimilation (often: 
Russification) have all contributed to the ongoing decline ol the Jewish minorities 

in hastern huropc.
Nevertheless, the surviving elderlv I itvaks in their lands are a hearty and 

resilient lot, manvof whom are committed to sonic kind ol survival ol their heri­

tage, be it the more general Jewish tradition or their ow n local, lamilv or personal 
tradition. It often seems that the tragic past ol these people — nearlvall lost most 
ol their families in the I Iolocaust — is now, in their w aning vears, transformed 

into a driving force lor longevitv and the need to preserve and to convcv to others,
locals and visitors alike, as much as possible ol 

the Jewish past. The breakdown of travel restric­

tions at the end ol the Soviet period has enabled 
foreigners from around the world to encounter 
these survivors, opening up exciting new vistas 
lor cultural interaction. American and Israeli 
rabbis have moved to cities with larger Jew ish 
populations and set up religious communities. At 

Vilnius University an intensive one-month sum­
mer course in Yiddish language and literature 

was established in 1998. Students from all parts 

of the world can “breathe in” the authentic lan­
guage, culture and milieu ol Iita.

Avi o m -Y m kev B c re h if.m d , tin - l.ist |>icw.u Jew o l 

R .id .ishkox i t /  (now  R.id.iskox ie\, Bel.u us), pr.ws 

th ree  tim es .1 d.n. “ You 're  ( lo s e r to  ( io d  o u ts id e .”



Avrom-Yankev enjoys the* daily rom p.inv of his 

favorite voat. The juxtaposition of sem i-ru ra l 

shtetl lift' w ith  the hivhlv literate llehrevv- 

Aramaic-Yiddish trad ition  was typical of the 

prewar shtetl, but is exceedinvlv rare todav.

Shlevme Weinstein stands defiantly in 

the fover of the main moyie theater in 

Brest, which was the city's famous 

hexagonal svnavovue Before the war.

The Soviets enclosed the old 

praverhouse in a circu lar elass structure, 

which as it happens, has preserved the 

o rig ina l exterio r.

It is also rare to find a m ultivenerational 

Jewish family in a .shtetl. 1’here are three 

venerations of I.ipkov itches and Shatzmans 

in Oshmene (now Asmiana, Belarus). 

G randm other Bevlke I.ipkovich is close to 

her vranddauvhter Dina.

piAOd
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Yankl Pelkin, tin- List shtetl shoemaker in tin- fo rm er 

province of Y iln.i, in Ciluhok (now ll lvb o ka je , 

Belarus).

Nokhem -M evshe Adel.son 

l ives in an apartment 

carved out of his 

grandfather's prewar 

house in Smalk (now 

Suvvalki, Poland).

Sonia K ilt ,  who lives in Dvinsk (now 

Daugavpils, I at\ ia ), finds solac e' and 

happiness in kn itting  thousands of 

m in ia tu re  ajirons, and wearing .1 l-sh irt 

w ith  an ima^c of her voiin^er self.

Jacob Bunka (Yankl Bunk) ol P lunuvjn 

(now Plunge, Lithuania), a famous 

wood-sc u lp to r in the' L ithuanian folk art 

trad ition , turned his sights to Jewish 

thematic s after the' fall ol the- Soviet 

U n ion. 11 is best known w ork is a lui^e 

wood sculpture' of a voung woman 

weeping, at the' mass grave site' where the 

town's teenaged Jc'wish girls were shot In 

local fascists in the opening da\s ol the'

I loloc aust in I itlu iania. D
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Blumkt* Katz ( 1L) 1 }— dOOft) in Svintsvan (now

Sw-nc iom s, Lithuania), was a living 

one\c lopc'dia ol know U'diH' about tin.' town and 

about prewar Jewish Yilna. She w rote m emoirs 

and letters late' in to the ni^bt and ber modest 

apartment beewme the “ last address”  of Jewish 

culture in the region.

Dr. Shimon \lp e ro \ic h

Since the  d is s o lu t io n  o l the  Soviet U n io n  and the  rise o l in d e p e n d e n t 

states in  the  re g io n , n u m e ro u s  v ib ra n t Jew ish o rg a n iza tio n s , secu la r as w e ll as 

re lig io u s , have arisen. T h e  Jew ish C o m m u n ity  o l L ith u a n ia  is p ro p o r t io n a te ly  

one o l the  m ost active and p ro d u c tive . I t  is led bv the  red ou b tab le  D r. S h im on  

A lp e ro v ich , a descendant o l the  tabled Strashun fam ily  o l V iln a  (see pp. 1 8 8 -1 8 9 ). 

1 lis  e ig h tie th  b ir th d a y  w as w id e ly  ce leb ra ted  in  2 0 0 8 .
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Berl Cil.v/er, one- ol tin- List deepK religious 

prewar Jews in I ithuanin, .it p r .n rr  in the 

m.iin svnaeoeue in Vilna.

H irsh K rlrs , out n inrU . t\p rs  awa\ on his old 'l i< 1< 1 ish 

U p e w ritrr  in M insk. K rlrs  ( 1 1 i — _M )(>-!) was die List

prewar Yiddish w rite r on the t r r r i to i \ ol Jewish I it.i.

D in .i k h a r ik a , w id o w  o l the  e rr . i l Y idd ish  p o r t  I / / \  k l ia r ik  

(see p. d 7 4 ), h.id srt up .i lih r.uw  in his n.uiH ' .it th r  Jewish 

c u ltu i. i l ce n te r in M insk . S hr used to  rn jo v  .1 rest on th is 

park Bench on her w.n hom e e.u h d.n.
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Y o u A r k a d v  Shulman edits the Russian Jewish 

m.io.y/ine .l/n/ip< >'/.•/)<' ( “ I am ilv ") in Vitebsk.

Professor M eir Shub (far rioht) lecturing on Jewish h istorv to 

pac ked c lasses at the Vilnius Yiddish Institu te  at Viln ius 

lln ive rs itv . l ie  passed awav in 2009.

I he* Y i\o  Institute' for Jewish Researeh in New York is heir to the 

\  ilna 'iico  (sc-c' pp. 2S4-2S9). Three' oenerations amono its staff in the' 

earlv 2 1 ' centurv: I)a \id  Rogoll (center), a Yilna horn Yiddish ed ito r 

and actor is flanked h\ project archivist Vital Xajka (orio inallv ol 

Belarus) and I.rica B lankste in-kaplan, archivist for Y i\o 's

iconooraphic c ollec t ions.
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While the various secular Lithuanian Jewish traditions survive microcos- 
mically, among dedicated groups and at universities in a number of countries, the 
mainstream religious tradition, encompassing Judaism as a civilization, is thriv­
ing in genuine and growing communities internationally. As fate would have it, 
its strongest manifestations are the once-minority tradition of Lithuanian 
Hasidism (see pp. 127-137). The most powerful group are “the Lubavitcher” 
(Chabad). The name of that village, Lubavitch (now Liubavicy, Russia), where 
the second rebbe moved the dynasty from his father’s nearby Lyadi, resounds 
around the world as the name of a Jewish revival movement that boasts an inter­
national budget of around a billion dollars a year, taken together, and countless 
followers. Although the movement is much less consistently loyal to spoken Yid­
dish than southern (Polish, Hungarian, Ukrainian) Hasidic dynasties, 
Lithuanian Yiddish survives most perfectly among young people in Lubavitch 
circles today (even though for them, as for most orthodox traditionalists today, 
the word Litvish is usually synonymous with “Lithuanian Misnagdic”). 11istory 
is, as ever, full of ironies.

There are Lubavitch centers of all sizes and shapes flung 

far and wide internationally.

s
u
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Among the smaller Lithuanian Hasidic 

groupings, the best known is Karlin- 

Stolin. This is Yale Strom’s famous photo 

of pupils coming home on their school’s 

bus in Brooklyn (from his Ihe I  Iasi Jim o f 

Brooklyn, 1993, reproduced with

The international Lubavitch headquarters at 770 Eastern 

Parkway in Brooklyn, New York. It  has sacred status 

among the movement’s adherents, and a perfect replica 

was built in Israel.

T  ()  1) A Y

Rabbi Sholom Ber Krinskv, director o f Chabad House in Vilnius, 

has for many years been the only resident rabbi in the city. Pictured 

with his wife, Rebbetzin Nechama Dina Krinskv.
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T h e  M isnagd ic  L ith u a n ia n  t ra d it io n  survives m ost co m p le te ly  in  the  c o m ­

m u n itie s  o t the  L ith u a n ia n  veshivas. M o s t are in  A m e rica  o r  Israe l, h u t th e re  are 

some fam ous academ ies ot the  “ L ith u a n ia n  tv p e ”  (as thev are o fte n  re fe rre d  to  in  

Lng lish ) in  o th e r cou n trie s  ( fo r  exam ple , Gateshead in  Lng land ). M an va re  k n o w n  

s im p le  bv the  nam es of th e ir  o r ig in a l tow  ns in  L ith u a n ia  (w h ich  m ig h t he in  anv 

o f the  successor re p u b lic s  todav) w ith  the  Y id d ish  ad jective  s u f f ix — er added on , 

o r  w ith  th e  w o rd  I Ieb rew  Yeshtvas ( “ Yeshiva o f —  ” ) b e fo re  the  nam e

7

N'shiwis Brisk in C lew l.m d (.lite r 

Brisk, now H it-s i, Bel.irus).

M irrt*r Yeshiwi in BrookUn (.lite r M ir, 

now in Bel.irus; see |). 147).

Cont.icts w ith  tlit* 

.mcvstr.il homel.ind: 

R.ihhi S.imuel J.icob 

better (ot Bn.ii Br.ik, 

Isr.iel, .md Brooklyn, 

New York), out* ol lilt* 

directors ot the project 

to publish the complete 

ext.mt works ot the 

Ci.ion ot Y iln .i, durine 

.1 \ isit to \  ilnius 

Unix ei s it\.

Ponevezher Yeshiwi in Bn.ii Br.ik, Isr.iel

(alter Poneve/h. now P.inexezxs, 1 ithu .m i.i).
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Appendix

The Karaites of Lithuania

To scholars around the world they are known as the Karaites of Lithuania, 

a group that evolved from a Judaic heritage that was gracefully synthesized 

with Arabic, Turkic and other cultures over a long and exciting history. The 
members of the group who still live in Lithuania insist on being called 

Karaims in Lnglish usage (the Hebrew plural Kara'im with the — im retained, 

but not functioning as a pluralizing suffix, hence the addition of the Lnglish 

pluralizing suffix —s). Moreover, they insist on not being identified as a Jew­

ish group. The first rule of all study of societies is to let each society define 

itself rather than for scholars “who know better” to impose what they 

think. Indeed, from the genetic point of view, the Karaims have largely 
Turkic origins, and their language, Karaite (or Karaimic) is largely of Turkic 

origin and related to Tatar.

Karaism did start, though, with a renegade Jewish sect, and a long time 

ago at that. It was in the Babylonian period of Jewish history (see p. 26), in 

the eighth century AD, that a dispute developed over who would hold the 

office of Gaon, the formal post of the leader of Babylonian Jewry in those 

times. When Anan ben David, himself a serious rabbinic scholar, failed to 

get the post, he led a religious rebellion against the rabbinic authorities. The 
evolving philosophy of the sect based itself, like classical Judaism, on the Old 

Testament but without the “oral law” — the rabbinic commentaries and tra­
ditions that evolved over time and came to have sacred authority for Jewish 

communities (see p. 26). Karaism developed many of its own traditions and 

customs over the centuries, but it always sought to adhere to the literal mean­

ing of the text. A classic case is the passage “An eye for an eye, a tooth for a 

tooth, a hand for a hand, a foot for a foot” (Lxodus 2 1: 24). The Jewish



(Rabbanite) interpretation stipulates that the Torah means monetary com­

pensation to the value ol the severed limb. The Ananite (Karaite) interpre­

tation leaves the text as it stands. Apparently under Islamic influence 
(Ramadan), Anan introduced a seventy day last and practiced various forms 
of asceticism.

The Karaites survived and evolved over the centuries, with shifting 

centers for their culture, producing a long line of distinguished theologians 

and scholars who wrote in Hebrew and in Arabic. From Babylonia and Per­

sia, Karaism spread to Lgypt and North Africa and developed an important 

center in Jerusalem. The polemic literature featuring the Rabbanites vs. the 
Karaites invested Biblical scholarship, Hebrew lexicography and even the 

*70 study of Jewish history with new verve and zest. The word Karaite is derived

from the Hebrew word for “reading” or “Biblical text,” an indication of be­

lief in the text itself.
By the end of the eleventh century, the center of Karaism (like that of 

Judaism) shifted to Lurope, gaining a foothold in Spain and a much stronger 

base in the Byzantine Lmpire, where it underwent a new period of remark­

able creativity and vitality, much of it conceptually parallel to contemporary 
Judaism. Aharon ben Lliyahu (Aaron ben Llijah) the Younger of Nicomedia 

(now Izmit, Turkey), compiled a systematic code of belief and religious prac­

tice in the early fourteenth century, called Gan Eden (“The Garden of Helen”). 

He has been called “the Karaite Maimonides” (cf. p. 34).
According to Karaimic tradition, the Lithuanian Grand Duke Witold 

(Vytautas) settled Karaimic families, who were among the Tatars he captured, 

in Troki (now Trakai, not far from Vilnius), as well as in Lutsk and Halicz. 

Other traditions have them coming as warriors to help the Grand Duchy light 

off invaders. Still others posit their earlier arrival from the C rimea. The 
Lithuanian Karaims spoke (and in small numbers continue to speak) their 

Turkic language, Karaimic, in which they have created a rich folklore.

One of the most famous Lithuanian Karaimic authors was Isaac ben 

Abraham of Troki (±  1533 — ± 1594). His Khizuk emuno (Hizuq Emunci, 

“Strengthening of Laith”) is a polemic defense of Judaism (Judaism in gen­

eral as he saw it, vis-a-vis the various Christian denominations). This work 

was translated from Hebrew into Latin by the famous C hristian scholar 

Johann C hristoph Wagenseil, and published together with Wagenseil’s reply, 

in his Tela ignea Satance (“The Liery Darts of Satan,” Altdorf 1681). An edi­
tion for Jewish use appeared in Hebrew in Amsterdam in 1705, and a Yid­

dish version was published there in 1717. Voltaire referred to this book in
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The Yiddish translation o f the Karaimic w o rk  o f Isaac ben Abraham 

(Amsterdam 1717). The tit le  page reads:

“ The book Stn-n^iln-nin^ of laith, com piled bv the master o f Torah, 

Prophets and Hagiographa [ =  the O ld Testament] and equally master 

o f the books o f the w ise men o f the peoples o f the w o rld ; the 

exalted, his honor the rabbi Rabbi Y itskhok ben Ayrohom o f blessed 

memory, which we ha\e translated from  the sacred tongue 

[ =  Hebrew] in to  Yiddish from  the ed ition  which is p rin ted  in Latin 

in A ltd o rf  through H e rr  C hristopher VVagenseil, and brought to the 

press fo r the benefit o f all lo \ers o f recognition o f the unity o f God 

and the true  Jewish faith, and also, all doub tfu l passages therein are 

explained accurately to the great pleasure o f the reader, and thereby 

helping to m erit this w o rld  and the w o rld  to com e.”



glowing terms.
For many centuries the Karaimic community of Lithuania considered 

itself, and was considered, a community within Jewry, enjoying the same 
rights and suffering the same discriminations. There are numerous instances 
of cultural interchange, intermarriage, and cooperation (and sharing of rab­

bis and ritual slaughterers in various locations). That changed dramatically 
when the Russian Lmpire took oyer Lithuania and Poland in the late eigh­

teenth century. In 1795, Catherine II exempted the Karaites from the 

double taxation to which both they and the Jews had been subject. In 1828, 
the Karaites were exempted from military service. The leading Karaimic 
scholar of the c/arist period, Abraham birkovich (1786— 1874) devoted 

much of his life trying to disprove the Judaic roots of Karaism (in books writ­
ten in f ine I lebrew, claiming that Karaism alone represents direct continu­
ity from the ancient Hebraic heritage). Although his scholarship remains 

controversial, his magnificent collection of I lebrew manuscripts, now in St.
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Karaim ic ch ild ren w ith  senior priest 

Simon F irkovich (1897— 1982) in Troki.

For many centuries and right up to the Second 

World War, the Karaimic community of Lithuania had 
a rich Hebraic tradition that went beyond the study of 

Bible, prayers and ancient texts to include the com­
position ot new and original works, often in the spirit 
of religious polemics. They observed many of the same 

commandments and traditions as the local Jewish 
communities.

British scholar Israel Cohen (1879— 1961) 

wrote the following memoir after his visit to Troki 

(then in Poland) shortly before the war:

“ T h e  K ara ite  synagogue, w h ich  was also s itua ted  in  the  

p r in c ip a l street [o f T ro k i], was a sm all s tru c tu re  o f s im p le  design 

w h ic h  had rep laced  an e a r lie r  b u ild in g . I t  was ap proa ched  bv a 

path lead ing fro m  an iro n  gate, on e ith e r side o l w h ich  w ere b r ic k  

co lum ns, on w h ich  was inscribed  in I le b re w  le tte rin g  and A rab ic  

num era ls the date of c o n s tru c tio n  —  1 894. Its cupola  was o r ig i­

na lly  su rm o u n te d  by a ‘ S h ie ld  o f D a y id ,1 b u t the  rem oxal o f th is  

sym bol was insisted upon  b \ the re lig ious  head of the Karaites as 

sm acking too  m uch of o r th o d o x  Judaism . T he  o ffe n d in g  sym bol, 

how eyer, s t i l l  re m a in e d  on the  iro n  gate, fro m  w h ic h  it  co u ld  

ha rd ly  be rem oxed w ith o u t causing a con sp icuous b lem ish .

Celebrating the Feast o f Harvest at the

entrance to the praverhouse (ki’in-^i) in 

T roki in 19 36. K
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“Mv guide was the beadle of the local Jewish synagogue who was on friendly terms 

with his colleague of the Karaite conventicle, and he fetched him from his home to open the 

building for mv inspection. The interior was in general like that of an orthodox synagogue 

with a gallery for women, except that there was no raised platform for the precentor, the latter 

having only a small reading desk on the floor. There was a Turkish carpet covering the gangway 

that led to the Ark of the Law at the upper end, but I was not allowed to walk more than a few 

feet, unless I was prepared to take mv boots off, for the ground was considered sacred. [... ]

“The Ark of the Law was draped with a red plush curtain: above it, and on one side, 

were the initial words of the Ten Commandments in gilt lettering, whilst on the other side 

were twin tablets with the complete text of the Commandments, all in Hebrew. [...] The 

Karaite praverbook, printed in Vilna in 1 863, differed radically from the orthodox Hebrew 

ritual; and the tallis or praying-shawl was likewise different from that worn in the ordinary 

synagogue, as it was more like a scarf and had, instead of fringes, a blue thread emerging from 

a cluster of white threads.

“In one important principle the Karaites had departed from the teaching of their 

founder, for they had light, even electric light, on the Sabbath. They defended this on the 

ground that the Biblical prohibition, “Ye shall kindle no light in your dwelling places” [ ] did 

not apply to their house of prayer, for this was not a dwelling place.

“The Karaites had a large cemetery. [... ] Most of the tombstones that I saw were of 

the nineteenth century; many were of black marble, with epitaphs of gilt lettering in I lebrew 

or in Russian, and there were also several family vaults with black marble columns. A special 

sanctity seemed to cling to the place, for pious Karaites in Vilna always expressed a particular 

wish to be buried in its soil rather than in that of the great city.”

(Israel Cohen, Travels in Jewry, N.Y. 195 3, pp. 1 55— 157)

In 1999, Karaimic Studies, taught in the spirit of the surviving local 
community, were introduced at Vilnius University’s Center for Stateless Cul­
tures by Dr. Karina hirkaviciutc, an eminent musicologist and folklorist. Pro­
fessor Stefan Schreiner of Tuebingen lectures on Karaite studies during his fre­
quent visits to Vilnius.
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Mapo, see: Shulkhon orukh

M apu, A b ra h a m .................. ............................ 233

M argolis, M o y sh e ............... ...............................88

M ark, Y ud l............................ ...................  294-295

M arkovitz, M e y sh a le ........ ............................  165

M arm or, K alm en ............... ............................ 263

M a sk ilim ...................  2 0 2 ,2 0 4 ,2 0 9 ,2 1 2 ,2 2 5 ,

2 2 7 -2 2 8 ,2 3 0 ,2 4 4 ,3 0 1 -3 0 2 ,3 0 5 -3 0 6

M ay L a w s .............................. ...............................305

Mayakovsky, V lad im ir ..... ............................  265

Mayles ha-Toyre ..................................................  212

Maynyingele.......................... .............................  259

M aze, L y d e ........................... ............................ 270

mediae..................................... ................................76

M eir Sim kha h a -K o y h e n .. ............................  164

melitse.................................................................... 225

M em el ( p i .) ........................... ...................  160 ,202

M enachem -M endel of

V ite b sk ............................ 1 2 6 ,1 2 8 , 1 3 1 ,1 3 3

M endele M oykher Sfbrim .. .. 241-243 ,253-254

M endelsohn , L z ra ...............................................321

M e n d e ls so h n ,M o se s .................. 2 0 3 ,2 1 0 ,3 0 1

Meshiekh ben EJrayim........................................  254

M e ss ia h ........................................................ 1 2 2 ,1 7 9

M oyshe b en  Yankev of S h a d o v ..................... 53

M eyshegole (pi.) .............................................. 263

M ezhibuzh (p i .) ................................................  123

Mezritshermagid, see D ov-B er of M ezritsh ... 123

M ichal, see: L ebensohn , M icah Jo seph  ... 232

M ichalesh ik  ( p i .) ...........................  2 6 7 ,3 3 0 -3 3 6

M ikh tom , B e n z io n .......................................... 351

M insk  .. 1 2 9 ,1 3 4 ,2 5 4 ,2 7 5 ,2 9 0 -2 9 2 ,3 1 6 ,3 2 2

Minsker blotes......................................................  322

M iransky, P c re tz ...............................................  255

M is h n a ..................................................  3 2 ,6 2 ,2 2 3

M ishne T o ra h ..................................................34 ,61

M isnagdim  ...............  1 2 1 ,1 2 8 -1 2 9 ,1 3 1 -1 3 6 ,

1 4 5 -1 4 6 ,1 5 1 ,1 6 4 ,2 2 9 ,2 3 2 ,2 3 4 ,3 0 2

M ithnaggedim , see: M isnagdim

M itnagd im , see: M isnagdim

Mlokhim bukh ............................................

M o h ile v (p L )............................................

M ollin , Jacob , see: M a h a r i l ................

M oscow  ....................................................

M o se s ..........................................................

M oskovich, W o lf ....................................

M oyshe b en  Yankev (M oses b en  Jaco 

Shadov ................................................

M oyshe b en  Yisroel, see: Isserles

M u sco v y ....................................................

........... 42

. .5 4 ,1 3 3

...........40

........  291

...........27

........  294

b) of

........... 53

........... 52

391



392

Muser m o v e m e n t........................  1 5 4 -1 6 1 ,2 4 7 ,

2 6 4 ,2 6 6 ,3 0 4

Musernikes............................................................ 247

M u sern ik es, see: Muser m o v em en t 

M ussar, see: Muser m o v em en t

N  N aidus, L e y b ..................... ............................... 265

N a p o le o n ............................. ............................... 135

N astirsh in  ( p i . ) ................. ...............................234

N avaredok  (pi.) ................ ...............................279

Naye erd................................ ............................... 322

Nefesh ha-Chaim................. ..............................  149

N ek h am e bas B e n y o m in .................................. 82

Nekudoys ha-Kesef............ ................................. 67

N ew  Y o rk ............................ . 2 5 9 -2 6 0 ,2 6 2 ,2 6 4 , 

2 6 6 -2 6 7 ,2 9 4

Nezvizh ( p i . ) ...................................................... 219

N icholas I, C z a r ............... ................................. 302

Niger, S h m u e l................... ...............................282

N ovakhovitsh , B en-T zion , see: 

W inchevsky, M o rris

O  Obligations of the Heart.... ..............................  154

O d o m  ha-K oyhen , see: L ebensohn , Avrom

O ld  Yiddish lite ra tu re  .... ...............................241

O lg ic rd ................................ .................................. 16

O lk e n ik (p h ) ...................... .....................  182-184

O r  Som eyakh, see: M eir 

h a -K o y h en ...................

S im kha

...............................  164

Or Yisroel............................... ................................. 70

O ral T o ra h ...........................................................  29

Oxford Yiddish......................................................  295

P  Pabrezye ( p i . ) ........... ........................................  260

Padua ( p i . ) ................ ........................................  202

p a g a n ism ................... ........................................... 22

Pale of S e ttlem en t . ...................  2 6 1 ,2 9 9 -3 0 2 ,

3 0 4 -3 0 5 ,3 1 3

Palonge (p i .) .............. ........................................ 294

Noyakh Pandre .......... ........................................  247

p a n th e ism .................. ........................................  123

P aquda, Bahya ibn  . ........................................  154

Partitions of Poland . .... 1 2 9 ,1 3 3 ,2 9 9 ,3 1 3 ,3 1 7

Paul I, C z a r ............... ........................................  301

Pen, Yehuda .............. ...............................  344-346

Peres, S h im o n .......... ........................................  239

Perot/., Y. L ................. ...............................  199 ,243

P erlm an, Leyzer, see : Ben-Yehuda, h liczer

Pesher Dovor............... ..............................  2 1 1 ,2 2 9

pilpul (pi'lpl) .............. .........................  6 2 ,6 9 ,1 4 8

Pinkes.......................... ............................... 282-284

pinkes.......................... ................................... 7 4 ,7 6

Pinkes, of th e  C ouncil of L ithuania ........79 , 82

P inkhes of P o lo tsk .. ........................................  146

P insk  ( p i .) .................................................. 132 ,318

P o a le iZ io n ................ :.............................  2 7 2 ,2 8 3

Pobiedonostev, K o n s ta n tin ...........................  305

Podlasie ( p i .) .......................................................... 77

Podolia ( r e g .) ....................................................  121

i n i) i: x



Polak, Y ankev..................................................4 6 ,6 2

Polcsya ( r e g .) .......................................................  54

polish.....................................................................  175

P o lish ...............................................  2 9 3 ,3 1 8 ,3 2 6

Polish J cw, rep rese n ta tio n  in

Jew ish fo lk lo re .............................................. 63

Polish-L ithuanian C om m onw ealth  .... 63 , 313

Polotsk ( p i . ) .......................................................  126

Polotsker, Is ra e l................................................  126

P om erantz, A le x a n d e r ...................................  265

Ponevezh ( p i . ) ...................................................  290

Popilan ( p i . ) .......................................................  294

prayerhouses, see: synagogues....................  174

Proletpen (p e rio d ic a l) .......................................  265

publish ing , Jew ish  in L i t a ............................  145

Pukhovitser, Y ehude-L eyb...............................  69

Pukhovitsh  ( p i . ) ....................................................69

Pokroy (pi.) ..............................................  181

Q Q im h i, D a v id ...................................................... 33

Q im h i, Joseph  .....................................................  33

R R adin , yeshiva o f .............................................. 163

Radziwill, P r in c e ......................................2 0 1 ,2 1 5

Ram ayles yeshiva ............................................  157

R am bam , see: M aim onides

Kamo ................................................................ 4 6 ,6 2

Ran, L e y /e r ........................................................  267

R apoport, S h loym e-Z anv il.................. 2 4 4 ,281

R a sh i.......................................................................  38

Rashi s c r ip t ........................................................  112

Raysn ( r e g . ) ................................................ 5 4 ,2 5 4

Radziwill (fam ily )............................................  199

Reb M e n d e l’s y e s h iv a ....................................  150

rebhe....................................................................... 123

R eines, Y itskhok-Y ankev .............................. 163

responsa li te ra tu re ................................................41

R eussen, see: Raysn

revo lu tionaries, in R u ss ia ........... 3 0 6 ,3 1 4 -3 1 5

R eyzen ,A vrom .............................. 2 5 1 ,2 5 7 ,2 6 4

R eyzen,S arah ...............................  2 5 7 ,2 6 4 ,2 7 0

Reyzen, Z a lm e n ........  2 5 6 -2 5 7 ,2 6 4 ,2 8 4 -2 8 5

R idbaz, see: Yankev ben  D o v id -Z e y v ....... 163

Riga ...................................................................... 290

R ishon im , see: Rishoynim

Rishoynim................................................................ 62

Riveles’ y esh iv a ................................................  150

Rivkes, M o y sh e ..............................................6 8 ,8 5

Rivkind, Y itsh k h o k ...........................................  83

Rivlin, B enyom in b en

S h loym e-Z alm en ............................... 2 1 2 ,2 1 4

R ogetshov (pi.) ................................................  276

R ogetshover, see: Joseph  Rozin .................. 164

R om m  (fa m .) ...........................................  1 09 ,279

R om m  publish ing  h o u s e ............  1 4 5 -146 ,187

R osenbaum , S him shon (S em y o n ).............. 321

R osenfeld, M o r r i s ...........................................  259

Rapport, Anna .......................................... 268

393

i n i) i: x



3 9 4

rov, rabonim ..................... .............................  4 1 ,6 0

R ozenthal, M o y sh e ..... ................................... 227

Rozin, J o s e p h ................ ...................................  164

R u ssian ............................ ...............  2 9 3 ,2 9 5 ,3 1 8

Russian H m p ire ............ .... 2 6 2 ,2 9 9 , 3 0 1 -3 0 2 , 

305-306

Russian R evolution .... ...................................  274

S’hot dos vort mayn Bobe Moyne..................... 267

S ab b atean ism ................ .................................... 122

Sachs, S e n io r ................ .................................... 233

Safad ( p i . ) ............................................................. 61

Safro, I s ip k e ................. .................................... 316

S a la n t(p l .) ..................... ..............  1 5 5 ,2 3 3 ,2 6 1

Salanter, Y isroel ............................  155 -1 6 1 ,3 0 4

Sam ogitia, see: Z am et

Sanhedrin ( tra c ta te  of T alm ud) .....................  57

S chneersohn , see: S chneerson 

S chneersohn , Yeysef Y itskhok .. 152 -155 ,165

Schneerson  (dynasty) ....................................  152

S ch n ee rso n ,M en ach em -M en d e l ... 152-153,

304

Sefer Yetsirah ........................................................ 136

Sefiroth ...............................................................  136

Seidm an, N a o m i.............................................. 254

Selts(p l.) ...............................................................  88

Sepharad  ( r e g .) ............................................ 33, 35

Seyfer Divrey Khakhomim ....................................  69

Seyfer Eylim ................................................  2 0 1 ,2 1 5

Seyfer Khsidim............................................... 40 , 1 54

Seyfer Uklidus......................................................  218

Seyfer Yesod Oylom....................................  2 1 2 ,2 1 6

Shaar ho-rakhmin .............................................. 146

Shabad, T se m a k h ........................  1 6 6 ,2 8 9 , 310

Shabad-W einreich , Regina .......................... 289

S habbetai T z v i .................................................. 122

Shabse ben  M eir h a -K o y h en ...........................  65

Shabse Tsvi, see: S habbetai T /v i

Shakh, see: Shabse b en  M eir ha-K oyhen

S hanghai.............................................................. 151

Shatzky, J a c o b ...................................................  199

Shem ha-Gdoylim ha-Shlishi............................ 165

Shirey sfas koydesh .............................................. 2 31

Shive kruim ..........................................................  117

Shklov ( p i . ) ........................  1 0 3 ,1 2 7 ,1  32-1 33,

1 4 6 ,1 5 0 ,2 1 2 -2 1 4 ,

2 1 6 ,2 3 4 ,2 4 7

Shkloveryidn ........................................................ 247

Shklover, B o r u c h ................. 90 , 212 , 216 , 218

Shmuel bukh ..........................................................  42

Shneur, Z a lm e n .......................................  2 39 ,247

Shneur-Zalm en .................  1 2 7 ,1 3 1 -1 3 6 , 146,

1 4 8 - 1 4 9 ,1 5 2 ,2 2 9 ,2 4 7 ,3 4 4

shok .........................................................................  80

Sholem  A le ic h e m ............................................  243

Shtern ( p e r io d ic a l) ...........................................  322

S h te rn , Joseph  Z e c h a r ia ...............................  162

shtetl .................................................. 190-195 ,331

sh te tl, fam o u sshtetlakh................................... 194

sh te tl, physical charac teristics o f ................  191



78shtetlakh, see: sh te tl

Shtif, N okhem  .................... ............................  285

shtot ......................................... ............................ 175

shul, see: synagogues.......... ............................  169

Shulhan A ruch , see: Shulkhon orukh

shul-heyf................................. ............................ 191

Shulkhon orukh..................... 6 1 - 6 2 ,6 6 ,6 8 ,1 2 7

Shulkhon orukh, th e  G ao n \‘

com m en tary  o n ............ ...............................94

Shum c o m m u n it ie s ............ ...............................31

Shum yatsher, L s te r ............ ............................  269

Sifro d’Tsniuso (B ook of S e c re c y ) ....... 106, 109

Sijsey Koyhen.......................... .............................  65

Sigism und I (Polish king) . ...............................76

S igism und III (Polish k in g ) ............................ 77

Singer, Isaac B ashev is....... ............................ 260

Singer, Israel J o s h u a ......... ............................ 260

Slabodke (pi.) ...................... ................... 158 ,233

S labodke, yeshiva o f ......... ............................  161

Slonim  (pi.) .......................... ............................  168

Slouschz, N a h u m ............... ...............................24

S lu ts k (p l .) ............................ ............................  199

Sm argon ( p i .) ....................... 2 2 9 ,2 4 9 ,2 5 5 ,2 7 3

Sm olenskin, P e re tz ............ ............................ 234

S olom on (b ib l.) ................... ...............................27

Soloveitchik, C h a im ......... ............................  164

Soutine , C h a im ................... ............................  343

Soviet U n io n ........................ 2 9 1 ,3 1 1 ,3 5 5 -3 5 6

Soviet Yiddish c u l tu r e ....... ............................  320

Soviet Y iddish w rite rs  ..... ................... 2 74 ,311

sojfet

Spartak (periodical) ............................................  265

Spektor, Y itskhok L lk h o n o n ...............  158 ,162

stateless c u ltu re s .............................................14 ,18

S teinberg , A a r o n .............................................. 311

S teinberg, Y itsk h o k -N ak h m e n ................... 311

Strashun C ollection , T he .............................. 189

S trashun  L ib ra ry ...........................  118 ,1 8 8 -1 8 9

S trashun , M a tisy o h u ....................  118 ,188  -189

Sugihara, C h iune  Sem po .............................. 151

Sundelevitch, A a r o n .............................. 308, 315

Sutzkever, A v ro m ............... 2 4 9 ,2 5 5 -2 5 6 ,2 7 3

Suvalk(pl.) ........................................................  318

sw eatshop p o e t s ...............................................  258

synagogues.......................................................... 113

synagogues, ceilings o f .......................... 180-181

synagogues, H a s id ic .......................................  172

synagogues, in L i ta .......................................... 171

synagogues, in te rio rs  of .............  170 ,17  5-181

synagogues, M isnagdic .................................. 172

synagogues, nam es of ....................................  170

synagogues, Torah Scroll read  i n ................  178

synagogues, types in L ita ... 1 6 9 -1 7 0 ,1 7 3 -1 7 4  

synagogues, w o m e n ’s s e c t io n ............  179-180

T  Taharas ha-Koydesh...........................................  109

takone .....................................................................  74

T a lm u d ................................................................  112

Talm ud, Babylonian .......................................... 32

Talm ud, J e ru s a le m ............................................  32

395



Talmud, Gaon’s commentary on

596

112

Tanya.......................................  1 2 7 ,1 3 6 ,1 4 6 ,1 4 9

Tashlikh ................................................................  168

Taz/Turey Zohov, see: D ovid b en  Shm uel

h a -L e y v i.......................................................... 66

Tel Aviv................................................................. 272

Telz (pi.) ..............................................................  320

Telz, yeshiva o f .................................................. 158

Ten C C om m andm ents...................................... 177

T e r r ito r ia l is m ...................................................  311

Teudo B’Yisroel...........................................  2 0 5 ,2 3 0

Teymkhey Tmimim (y esh iv a ).................. 151-152

The History ojthe Jewish People......................  280

The Rise of David Levinsky................................  260

th irteen  principles of Torah herm eneutics .... 30

T iles, I d a ............................................................  269

tolk ........................................................................  126

T o ra h ...................................................................29-30

Torah re a d in g ....................................................  224

Torah scroll (in th e  sy n a g o g u e )................... 177

Toysfes....................................................................  112

traveling p reachers, see: magidim ..................  63

Troki ( p i . ) ...........................................................  370

tsadik............................................................ 124,131

Tsanin, M o r d e c h a i .......................................... 271

Tsaytshnjt (period ical) ....................................  291

Tse-be-ka..................................................... 278 ,311

T sederboym , A le x a n d e r ................................  242

Tsemakh Atlas......................................................  249

Tsene-rene................................................................ 43

Tsentraler bildungs komitet, see: Tse-be-ka

T shashnik ( p i . ) ........................................  244 ,281

Tsisho.....................................................................  311

Tsorfas (Tsarfath, r e g .) ...............................34, 35

Tsunzer, L ly o k e m ............................................  264

7ur, see: Jacob  ben  A sher

Tzemakh Atlas .................................  1 6 1 ,2 4 9 ,2 6 6

U  U k ra in e ..................................... 7 4 ,1 2 1 ,3 0 4 ,3 2 4

U lpis, A n ta n a s .................................................. 296

Undzer litvisheryidish........................................  294

U n io n  of B rest-L itovsk, 1 5 9 6 .........................63

U n io n  of Lublin, 1 5 6 9 ...................................... 63

U S A ...........................................................  2 6 1 ,2 9 6

U shatsh  ( p i . ) ...................................................... 245

Uvarov, S. S....................................  3 0 2 ,3 0 4 ,3 0 8

U zde ( p i . ) ...........................................................  236

V Vaad Hatsoloh ..................................................... 151

Vaad Lite, see: C ouncil of L ithuania

Valozhin (pi.) ...........................................  146 ,3 2 0

Valozhin, yeshiva o f ...............................  164 ,302

Valozhiner, C haim , see: C haim  of Valozhin

Valozhiner, I t s e le .............................................. 304

V erzh b e lo v (p h )................................................  245

V espasian ...............................................................  29

Vey un mut............................................................ 276

Veynger, M ordkhe .................................. 291-292

Veynger-Vilenkin Atlas........................................  292

V ie n n a .................................................................. 234



V ilna.... 2 2 ,6 3 ,8 8 ,1 3 2 ,2 2 5 ,2 2 7 ,2  30, 235 , 

2 5 0 -2 5 1 ,2 5 3 -2 5 4 ,2 5 7 , 2 6 0 ,2 6 6 -2 6 7 , 

2 7 2 -2 7 4 ,2 7 8 , 2 8 0 ,2 8 2 -2 9 1 ,2 9 5 -2 9 4 , 

2 9 6 ,2 9 8 ,5 0 4 ,5 0 6 ,  5 0 8 -5 1 0 , 5 1 4 -515 , 

5 1 7 -5 1 8 ,5 2 0 ,5 2 4

Vilna G h e tto ..........................2 4 9 ,2  5 6 ,2 7  5 ,2 9 0

Vilna Yiddish ho ik  T h e a te r  .......................... 272

Vilna, bes din (rabb in ic  c o u r t ) ...................... 118

Vilna, G reat Synagogue of .... 114-116,1 52,249

Vilna, Jew ish H osp ita l of .............................. 501

Vilna, Jew ish Q u a r te r ...........................  114-115

Vilna, last rabb i of ...........................................  166

Vilna, various spellings o f ................................  15

Vilne....................................................................... 254

V ilner G aon , see: G aon of V ilna, the

Vilner Shul-hejf........  88,11 5 ,1 1 5 ,1 1 8 -1 1 9 ,1 8 9

Vilner tog (period ical) ...................................... 285

Vilner tru p e  .............................................. 555-554

Vilnerzamlbikher (p e r io d ic a l) ...............  2 5 2 ,2 8 9

Vilnius Yiddish In stitu te  .................................. 14

V ilnius, see: Vilna

Vilna.............................................................  2 5 9 ,2 4 7

V itebsk ( p i . ) .................................................. 5 4 ,1 2 6

Volhynia (reg) ........................................................77

Volozhin (p i.), see: Valozhin 

Vvtautas, see: W ito ld

Vilkomir (pi.) ...................................  294-295

W W a rs a w ...................................................... 295-294

W einreich , G abriel ...............................  296-297

W einreich, M a x .......2 5 ,4 6 ,2 8 4 -2 8 5 ,2 8 8 -2 8 9 ,

2 9 6 -2 9 7 ,5 1 0 ,5 1 6

W einreich , R e g in a .......................................... 296

W einreich , U r ie l ....................................  296-298

W eiss, S h ifre ......................................................  270

W eizm ann, C h a im .......................................... 259

Wessely, N aph ta li H e r z .................................. 205

W inchevsky, M o r r i s .......................................  259

Wissenschaft des Judentums............................... 204

W ito ld  th e  G r e a t .......................................  5 5, 570

W ito ld  the  G reat, C h a rte r  o f ...................20-2 5

Wolf, Johann  C hristoph  ...........................7 1 ,2 0 2

Y Yaneve ( p i . ) ........................................................  259

Yankev ben  D ovid-Zeyv ...............................  165

Yehoash, see: B loom garden , Shleym e

Yehoynoson (Jonathan) ben  Yoysef of

R ozhenoy.......................................................... 71

Yehude-Levb ben  B etsa lel................................  60
J

Yehude-Leyb, th e  G ao n ’s s o n ...................... 105

Yeshave P ese les....................................................  89

y esh iv as .......................  1 4 6 -1 5 0 ,1 5 4 ,5 6 6 -5 6 7

yeshivas, H asid ic ............................................  151

yeshivas, of C h a b a d ........................................  152

Yeshuo be-Yisroel...................................................  71

Y id d ish ........... 11 ,41 -4 4 ,1 9 6 ,2 0 4 ,2 2 1 ,2 2 5 -

2 2 4 ,2 5 5 ,2 4 1 ,2 4 7 ,2 5 5 ,2 5 5 ,2 5 7 -2 5 8 , 

2 6 0 -2 6 1 ,2 7 1 ,2 7 6 -2 7 8 ,2 8 1 -2 8 2 ,2 8 7 -  

2 8 8 ,2 9 1 ,2 9 6 -2 9 8 ,5 0 5 , 509-51 1 ,516 ,

5 1 8 ,5 2 4

Yiddish d ia le c to lo g y ..........................4 8 -4 9 ,2 9 1

397



398

Y iddish in I s r a e l ...............................................  271

Yiddish lite ra tu re  ........... 4 2 -4 3 ,2 4 2 -2 4 7 ,2 5 8 ,

2 6 2 ,2 6 8 ,3 1 1 ,3 2 0

Y iddish lite ra tu re , in A m e r ic a ....................  264

Y iddish lite ra tu re , in th e  U S S R .................  274

Yiddish p e r io d ic a ls .......................................... 321

Yiddish p h ilo lo g y ............................................  283

Yiddish p o e t r y ..... 2 5 8 -2 5 9 ,2 6 5 -2 6 8 ,2 7 3 ,2 8 3

Yiddish s c h o la rsh ip ...........  2 8 9 -2 9 0 ,2 9 4 ,2 9 7

Yiddish scho larsh ip , in th e  U SSR  .... 291-292

Y iddish W rite rs ’ U n io n , in V iln a ............... 256

Yiddish-Hebrew-English Dictionary................. 280

Yiddish, Great Dictionary of the

Yiddish Language........................................  294

Y iddish, H eb rew  and  A ram aic elem en ts

i n ..................................................................... 224

Y iddish, L atin ization  o f .......................  221-222

Y iddish, standard  p ro n u n c ia tio n  o f ........... 283

Yiddish-English Dictionary................................  297

Y iddishism  ...............................................  2 9 3 ,3 2 0
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Dovid Katz was born in New York city in 1956.
After completing Itis studies at Columbia University lie 
settled in Britain where he founded and led Y iddish 
studies at Oxford University for eighteen years (1978-1996). 

After a stint at Yale, he resettled in Vilnius, Lithuania 
in 1999 to take up a new chair in Yiddish language, 
literature and culture at Vilnius University. Professor Katz 
is the author of dozens of studies in Yiddish language 
and culture, as well as three collections of fiction in 
Yiddish. He is a winner of a Guggenheim Fellowship, the 
Manger Prize and numerous other awards. For a decade 
and a half, he has led expeditions to seek out and 
record the last survivors in smaller towns in Belarus, 
Lithuania, Latvia, Ukraine and northern Poland, lie is the 
son of Yiddish poet Menke Katz (1906- 1991).
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“Lithuanian Jewish Culture is a major work of historic 
im portance.”

— Professor Jerold C. Brakes (University of Southern California)

“Dovid Katz is the preeminent living master of Y iddish 
linguistics and culture.”

— Professor Arthur llertzherg (New York)

“Professor Katz’s coverage of the dynamic of diversity 
within Lithuanian Jewry spans the centuries, and 
reads like a fascinating life-story."

— Professor Dov-Ber Kerler (University of Indiana)




