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Preface 

l founc~ writing a biography of the carly c~uecr of Hayll11 Zelig Slllllll11:-.h.l mll<,t 

rewarding. It \<vas not an easy ta~k. Slonim!:lki did not \'.Tlte memOlr:-. and IllturI11.ltHlll 

regarding certain nspects of his Iife, personality and social inter.Jctlons I~ sca.1t ,IIlL! 

scatterl'd. Since Slonirnski is renowned as the foremœ,t populanœr of ~Cll'nce 1 1 thL~ 

Jewi!:lh Enhghtenment lTloverncnt or lIaskalah, an examinatlo!1 of lus blogr,\phy 

warrants highlighting a variety of iS!:lues, not only hl!:l own rcmarkabk per!:loll.t1 

aceomplishments. 

Concomitantly, l chose to foeus on the historienl contex! ll1 which Slo!llm,>klllper.ltcJ, 

within the eonstramts of an M.A Thcsis. ll1t.~ sub~tantIal achlevemcnl!> ot lm 

predecessors in scientlfic pursuits within the Je'vi~h tradition and the dcveJoprnc!lt 

of the Haskalah movement in Eastern Europe within the ~()CIOeC()!10mIC and PO!JtlC;t! 

context of his time, are empha~lzed, and a comparison to Mende b!:lohn \ cm'l'r 

concludes this study. 

The transliter:ltlon of Hebrew, Ru~s:an, and YIJdl!>h name\ adopted herc, IllI!t )\1,,>,.1'> 

much a!l possible, the u~age of the Encvcl0Dl~dia Jud:lIca. Huwever. the tille 01 

Slonirn!lkl's Hebrew newspaper IIa-Zcfirah IS tran!lliter:lted a~ lIa-l\ctirah in onkr 

to c1anfy the pronunclation for the English n~ader. 
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Ahstract 

Ther:! has been relatively Iittle historieal analysis of the life and work of Hayull ZclIg 

Slonirnski (1810-1904), the foremost popularizer of the ~C\encc~ In the Ea!-otcfll 

European Jewish Enlightenrnent movement. Imtlally In~piled by the ratl()nah~t trl'f1d 

and discussion of scientific matters in the ela~~lCal Jewl~h rcliglous ~ourcc!'>. hl' 

succeeded in Iinking these traduionally sanctioned moùes of thought to thl' 

burgeoning field of nineteenth century science. 

Slonimski thought that the dbserninatlOn of ~clentlflc knowledge am.mg thl' 

traditionalist Jewlsh readership would strengthen thclr cnmmltrnent 10 ral1()llall!'l1ll and 

the belief in progress, fundamental pnnclples of hberaIJsm. anù thu~ LlCllllate the 

secularization and modernization of Eastern European Jewry. He Wil!'l ellllflelltly 

successful in his strategy of usmg the holy tongue, Hebrew, to popul.lrw: modern 

science among hlS tradJtlOnal readers. HI~ penmlIcal IIn-T~efirnh [The llcralù l 
represents a slgmficant clnd umque eontnbutIon 10 the aùvanceml'nt ut the Jcwl!'lh 

Enlightenment's program among Eastern European Jewry. 
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Résumé 

Relativement peu d'études historiques ont été' consacré a la vie et a' la l'oeuvre de 

Haylm ZclJg Slommskl (I 810-1904), le pnncipal vulgarisateur scientifique du 

mouvement de~ lumières juif de l'Europe de l'Est. S'inspirant de la tendance 

ralJonalI~te et de la discussIOn de questions scientifique que renferment les textes 

clas~lques de la religion Juive, il a réussi a faire un lien entre les modes de pensée 

tradnionneb et la science foisonnante du dix-neuvième siècle. 

En dl~),émmanr des connaissances scientifiques parmi l'auditoire Jui; traditionaliste, 

Slomm~kl comptaIt affermIr leur ratIonalisme et leur croyance au progrès, et aux 

prmclpes fondamentaux du libéralisme. Ainsi a t' il pu faciliter la laïcisation et la 

modernIsation de la communauté jUive est-européenne. Sa stratégie, qui consistait 

a l'utIlisation de la langue sainte, l'hébreu, pour répondre la science moderne parmi 

ses lecteurs traditionalistes, fût couronnée de succès. Son périodique, Ha-Tsefirah 

l Le Annoncer], repré~enté une contrIbution tant umque qu' importante au progrès 

du mouvement des lumière parmI les Juifs de l'Europe de l'Est. 

1 
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Introduction 

1 

From medleval to carly modern time~, the mainstream of A~hkenazi JewI) lived in 

relative spIrItual and cultural IwlatlOn. The !'.tudy of the Torah, in the broaùest sen~e 

ot the wonl, Jewl~h law and lore. wa~ often pur~ued ta the exclusion of aIl other 

~ubJect~, anù my~tlcl..,m pnmeated a great deal ot the religlous, social, and mtellectual 

lite ot the European Jewl~h ghettos. Nonethe~e~~, a !'.maller but Important strain of 

Jewl,>11 ,>d1OIar~ dl'>played an awareness of phd()~ophy, mathematlc~, natural science~. 

and !m('lgn language:-. and compŒed tracts on the~e suhJecb In Hebrew.! 

The lI1tèfC~t In ~ecular ~tudle~ and ~cience~ wa~ tolerated 111 traditional Jewl~h 

lire :1'> utllI!anan. It wa~ an ancIllary ton! for under~tandIng Jewi!'.h L1W, not a 

competmg ..,ource ot authonty. Thl~ di~tinctlon was hlghlighteù by the foremo!'.t 

spIrItual leaùer oi Ea~tern European Jewry, the Gaon of Vilna, R. ElIph ben 

Solollllln Z,t1man (1 ï20-17(7).2 J eWl~h lf1tellectuaJ::. were mextncably 1lf1ked ta the 

Law .J~ lb Interpreter~ and teacher~,. and thelr role wa~ to c1allty the Llw so that 

contemporary Jewl~h C()mmIlI1ltle~ coulù fanhfully ablùe by it. 

III the elghtccntl1 century the European Enllghtenment began to affect a growing 

nLlmhl'r Dt Jew~ \\ ho reacted agaIn~t the ~tatu~ quo In lewish spirItual. intellectual. 

ami ",cl.'lal Ille. The~e Je\\~ embraced the Enlightenment ldeology a~ a means for 

re(uncilmg thl' l1eed~ nt the Je\\s and ludabm wlth the modern world. Haskalah. 

deflveu trtHn the Hebre\\ worù sekhel meaning ratio. is the Hebrew term for the 

Jewl~h EnlIghtenment. A proponent of the movemem is known as a maskil (plural: 

maskilim). 

The tunùamental changes in the socweconomic and politieal condition of 

C~ntral European Jewry - the grov\llng urbanization. the rise of a liberal bourgeoisie. 

the ne\\- demamh ot the centrallzed state. and the declme of the autonomous 

communal allthonty and rabbimc jurü,diction - fostered the fr:r:,._ ... ~" -.~ dU elite 

,\ h Ich ~llppmteù the ènterprise of the Haskalah movement. First and foremost, the 

mask.ilim wanted to reVlse the traditional Jewish educational curriculum, supplantmg 
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the focus on the Talmud w;th an interest in !)ecular studie!l and European ae~thL'tll' 

values. They encouraged adaptatIOn to the dutTIlnunt society in l,lllguage, dlL'~!'>, .luL! 

manners, rejectl'd the traditional Je\'/l~h feeling of exJle and aiiellatlon. and préarlll'l! 

loyalty toward the modern centrallzed statl'. Another plank In t!w lIa!olkalah pl.\ t L \llll 

advocated more productive Jewish occupations, by Jeaving petty trade allû ll"lll\ ,\I1l! 

entennb the c'afb and agriculture. The maIn goal of the ma"kilim who ad\'l h"llnl 

the transformatIon of the traditional JewIsh comrnr.ntty wa!'., liaturally, Il'g~d 

emancipation. The formerly restncted and '.ielf-segregated Jewl~h ma"!'.l'~ were ahl) 

encouraged to associate more freely with gentlles on the mtelkctual. l'Ultlll al. .lI1l! 

social level. 

Moses Mendelssohn (1729-1786), was the German-Jewl<,h phllmopher who 

stimulated the Haskalah movement. He and hls dl~clp1es cultivated hihllcall kl'IL'W 

as the pure language for the clear expression of Jewish religlous thought!l ami valul'!'>. 

The maskilim sought to deveJop a European senslbllity thmugh the renewed ~tudy 

of the language and the text of the Bible. They therefore ~tre~~ed the need tu "-tudy 

not only the Pentateuch, but abo the Prophets and the Wnt\l1g~. Perh,lp~ (hey al!'.u 

beIieved that ~mce the Chnstiam accepted the Bible, m:llllfc~tIng the tommtii1 J lIlil'O­

Chrbtian hentage. It could serve as a bridge between the Jews anù (hl' emerglllt! CIVIC 

society. 

The Haskalah 's Hebrew literature ln Central Europe dlù not. !J()wever, 

expenence a great development beyond the fma dtorts of the \-lemlL'b.,ohlllan Clrcll'. 

due to rapld as~imIlation. lndeed. ImgUlstîc and cultural a~~Jlmlatlon maue raplu 

strides within the new liberal Jewish circles, whme member~ had ft.!Jected the 

vernacular of the Jews, Yiddish, a~ a corrupted, primitIve jllrgon. 

Most Jews In tl1lS group found their spmtual, mtellectual, anù ~()cIaI ùe~lre~ 

fulfiIIed in German. They no longer needed Hebrew, whde the rellgloll~ 

traditionalists of the old school could not accept the Berlm Ha~kalah \ tenùency 10 

perce ive blblical Hebrew as the only relevant element of the JewI~h ~plf1tual hentage. 

Such an admis~ion would exclude a corpus of Jewish religlou~ literature cn.:ateù 
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dunng the course of two milJennia, including the Mishnah, the Talmudim and the 

medieval works, in WhlCh the rabbinic tradition was formulated. 

In contrast to Central European Jewry, Eastern European Jewry was larger 

In ah~()lute numhers é1~ weil as in proportion to the general population. In the 

nineteenth ccntury, the Ievel of traditional Jewish learning was generally higher and 

this type of learning was more widely diffused in Eastern European Jewish society 

than In Central European Jewry. Due to demographlc, socloeconomic, and political 

factors, the process of integratlon and assimilation of the Jews in gcntile society was 

restraIned m Eastern Europe, thus giving Hebrew the potential to become a Iiterary 

medIUm for secular expression. 

The lIaskalah originated in the early 1770s in the Mendelssohnian Circ1e in 

Prussia's capital, Berlin. ft spread eastward to the Jewish communities in the Siavic 

lands along two major routes - via the Austrian Empire from Vien na and Prague ta 

AustlJ.ln Poland (Galicia), and thcn across the border to the Jewish communities of 

the UknjÎne unda Tsarist rule; and from Berlin and Koenigsberg, Ea~t Prussia 's 

capItal, ta the Jewl~h c()mmunitie~ bordering on East Prussia, Le. PoIish-Lithuania, 

and the Raltll: rcgion wlthm the German socioeconomic and cultural sphere, as 

exemphfied hy Courland. 

The Haskalah movement made headway among such Eastern European 

Jewi~h communitlcs within several decades, though its growth was inhibited by the 

tradltlonalists' fear of its heretical tendencies as weIl as by its penodic collaboration 

with the allsllmlatory and suppressive policy of the Tsarist authorities.3 At its zenith 

in the second hall' of the nineteenth cent ury, the Haskalab had succeeded in 

penetrating Eastern European Jewry with its ideas and infleence. Hayim Zelig 

Slofllm~kl (1810-1904), a mathematician. an astronomer, and an accomplished 

inventor who was credited with devising a calculating machine, in aùdition ta major 

improvements in the ste am engine and the telegraph, was one of the leading 

champions of the second generation of the Haskalab in Eastern Europe. 

In the history of the JewIsh Enlightenment Slonimski was acclaimed as the 

foremost popularizer of science in Hebrew. He believed thm the scientific 
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understanding of natural phenomena would facilitatc the Cl1try of traùltlon-hound 

Jews into modern society. The personal portrait that cmerge~ lrom analylil1g 

Slonimski's career is of a cultivated man ver~ed in the Talmud and the SClrIll"l'~. 

Indeed, he penonified the widely quoted credo of the Haskalah COIl1~d by the 

distinguished maskilic poet Judah Leib Gordon: Hcyeh 'adam bc-tsctkha \'i-ychudi 

be.'ohlekha. [Hebrew: Be a man in the street and a Jew at hom~ ].4 

Israel Zinberg (1873-1938), noted historian of JcwIsh Ilterature opined that, 

Sionimski utilized his great knowledge above ail in dl~sem11lating usctul ll1form:ttlon 
among the old-fashioned Jewish public, which spent ail ib days in the l'tent nt Tmah" 
and had such a slight notion of the modern science~. He was not at ail wllllllg tn 
content himself with the fact that the secrets of the dIstant heaven~ wlth thclr mll11ltc 
warlds and planets had been disclosed befare his eye~; he also strovc that the l!ght 
of ail of the st range worlds that had been revealed should becorne bnght and c!ear 
in aIl the corners of the old Jewish study-house. 

SIonimski is virtually the only one among the old maskilim who was extreme Iy 
popular amoog ail strata of the Jewlsh reading public. He alone under~to()d the 
secret of throwing a bridge over from the old to the new. And this hridge wa~ 
trusted by aIl, so assuredly and cautiously was it con~tructcd. Evcn thc orthlll!OX 
could not get over their surprise at how ingeniously Slonim!)kl calculatcd. 'accOIJmg 
to the Laws of Mathematics,'5 the 'Foundations of Intcrcalation,'6 how he 
explained so simply and so comprehensively to them, the scholar~ ami rager ~tuùen~:), 
whence the Kochcvei de-Shavit ("the corncts") 7 denve. famlliarized thrrn wlth the 
Toledot Ha-Shamaim ("Hi~tory of the Heavens"),g wlth the ùeveloprncnt ami the 
movement of the planets. And Slommski had a mastertul under~tanùmg nt how ln 

veil the truc scientlfic content in such a purely Jewl~h form that It wa'l ln Ill) way to 
be recognized that this is somethmg ncw or strange. and not a !-.lmplc contll1uatlOIl 
of what is written in the old sacred booksY 

Indeed, Slonimski was conservative, self-taught, and routed ln tradition, 

personifying the development of the Lithuanian branch of the Emtern European 

Haskalab movement and a variety of phenomena associated wlth 11. Llvmg to the 

age of ninety-four, his career spanned aimost the entire nineteenth cent ury; he ùled 

in Warsaw on May 15, 1904, and a huge crowd honoured him at the funeral. lO 

Mark Baker concIudes that Sionimski typified the enlightened Lithuam~n Jew: "He 

was half maskil and half mitnaged [Hebrew: An opponent of Hasidism J." Il 
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Slonimski wa~ born in Bialystok in 1810. He overcame the handicap of 

gmwmg up in the traditional Jewish society of an Eastern European provincial city, 

thanh to his talents and diligence. This disadvantage meant that Slonirnski received 

no formaI educatiOn in the sciences and lived in relative intellectual isolation during 

his formative period.12 

Slonirn~ki travelled extensively in Europe. His first major journeys were to 

Vilna and Koenigsberg. In the la te 1830s, he came under the guidance of his future 

father-m-Iaw, Abraham Jacob Stern (1769-1842), a renownC'd Jewish mathematician, 

scientl~t, and inventor. Slonimski was consequently based in Warsaw, where an 

intluentlal segment of the Jewish community was less traditionaI. Thanks to his 

extraordmary professlonal success and brimming personality, Slonimski was able to 

hcfnend prl)mment German scientists such as Alexander Von Humboldt (1769-1859), 

who mtroduced hlm ta dignitaries, including the Prussi&n King Friedrich Wilhelm IV 

( 1795-1861) - a rare achievement for an Eastern European Jew of his time. These 

el1l:llun ters, and hls acknowh.!dgernent of the instrumental raIe GerMan culture played 

in the European Enlightenment, conditioned Slonimski and earned him the 

replltatlon of a Germanophile.13 

In trmhtional Jewi~h society, he wa~ able to raise his own status by writmg in 

acceptable tenns for the Jewish readers who studied in the Beit-:\-lidrash. the 

religJ()u~ house of study. Slonim~ki also tutored intere~ted ~tudents. partlcipated 

actively in the Jewish community, contnbuted to the scienufic world, and associated 

with many distmguished gentiles, scientists and statesmen alike. 

A prolific author of Hebrew books and articles in various periodicals, 

Slonimskl believed that his own Hebrew journal would be the most effective tribune 

to impart the ideals of the Enlightenment. The polemic he sparked by questioning 

the accuracy of the traditional Jewish calendar taught him an important lesson.14 

Thus, he applied a strategy aimed at disseminating scientific knowledge while avoiding 

controversy as much as possible. 15 

Concomitantly, he utilized the new opportunities offered by the 1855-1868 era 

of reforms initiated by Tsar Alexander II (1828-1881).16 Slonimski launched Ha-
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Tsefirah [The Herald] as a I-lehrew weekly in Warsaw in Fcbruary, lS62, and wa~ the 

publisher, editor, anJ chief contributor. Joseph Klallsner (187.t-1958), the 

distmguished historian of Hebrew literature, comphmented Slonim~kl for eJm:ating 

a generation in the sciences through the medIUm of Ha-Tscfirah - the IIr!,t llehrl'w 

organ devoted mainly ta scientific subjects. 17 

Ha-Tsefirab's publication was interrupted after the appcarance Dt twcnty-llve 

issues, adding up ta two hundred pages. The last .ssue in its first stage appcareJ in 

August, 1862. Ha-Tsetirah was the only Hebrew new~paper pubhshed in thl.' 

Kingdom of Poland, i.e. Russian Poland.18 

This discontinuance was due to his Jeparture from Warsaw 10 Zhl1OO1lf, the 

capital of the Ukrainian province of Volhynia. Politlcal tcn~ions and CCOJlOlnJC 

difficulties on the eve of the 1863 Polish insurrectiun had a negatlvc impact on 

Warsaw. Sionimski, moreover, was partial ~.) Rus~ian rule, though hls outlook 

envisaged a more cosmopolitan society in whlch Jews and gentlle~ could ~hare lI1 the 

cultivation of knowledge and sClence. 19 

Slonimskl'S loyalty and socIal advancement brought hlm a pO~It10n of ~ecl1f11y 

alld gratification in 1863. In that year, the Tsarist authorities nominatcd him é.l!'l the 

inspector of the state-sponsored modern rabbmical ~eminary in Zhitomlr. Thl~ 

seminary was in operation along wlth its si~ter in~tltutlon In Vilna ~mLC J H47. 

Slonimski wa~ aiso selected at the same time to jom the rank~ ot the gllvcrnmcnt 

bureaucracy in Zhitomir. He aSlIumed the raie of ChIef Cem.or of Jcwl~h Llteraturc 

for South Russia. Acccpting these positions was a milestone In SI()nim~kl'!'I carcer, 

marking a substantial departure from traditlOnal patterns. 

Slonimski held these two posts in Zhit0mir for eleven year~ unul the rabbInical 

seminary was closed by the Rus!iÎan authorities in 1873. The T~anst oftïcmls did not 

initially allow Slonimski ta resume publicatIon of Ha-Tsefirah in Warsaw, ~o he 

renewed its appearance in Berlin in 1874.:20 Siommski returned to War!'l(Jw to 

publish Ha-Tsefirab in September, 1875. There, it continued to appear until IHH6 a!'l 

a weekly and from then until ils final clos ure in 1931 as a daily.2 J 



1 

1 

7 

Nahum Sokolov (1859-1936, .. \ ~ènowned Hebraist who would become 

president of the World Zionist Orga:::.: .1::Ùn, began as Slonimski's chief assistant in 

1X79, a~suming th\! editor~hip of Ha·T s~tirah between 1886-1910. Sokolov gave this 

puhlicatlon a new dlmen!lion - it bè..:.l'::~.;' more politicaI. Ha·Tsefirab became Jess 

!lcientIfically onented, diverging fror:: ::~è Jgenda put forward by SJonimski. 

The pioncer modern Hebre\lt \\f:~a Reuven Brainin (1862-1940), was first 

introduccd tn the Haskalab through ::'~ \\orks of Slonimski, and befriended him in 

1885. According tn Brainin, Slo'1II:-~.~ \ .:hemently opposed Sokolov's support for 

Zionism. Slonimski denounced : ~\\ ::-:l nationalist aspiratlons as destructive, 

portraymg thcm as harmful fantas:ès •. 1nJ even expressed disJllusionment with the 

renai~~ance of the Hebrcw language l.-:J tlterature during the later part of his life.:'2 

Sionimski remainer! deeply rC\.':.:-J in Jewish tradition, in the c1assical sources 

of J ud,llsm and ohserved the carr::-..l. -:Jments ta the very end of his life, though 

SlonuTIski's commltment to mamstre::.::: :-eliglous views abated m the final stage of his 

carcer.:!3 Tlm. graduai developmc=:: ;) ;h.lfacteristlc of his eclcctlc personality. His 

can~er dcmon!)trate!l cvolution an.: _-:~:!ration of dIvergent tactors, rather than a 

decl~lve. revolutlonary impetus. 

Furthermore, Sionim~kl \\2.~ _:-: .Ictlve maskil and a Hebrew writcr who 

mtlucnœd the Jewl~h commumr: L::-: _ ~th)Ut his life. His life and work represented 

and encuuraged the trend towarès .~.~ ;:-.l!Ion into the emergmg modern civic society 

on the one hand. and the renalssa::~:: . t [he Hebrew language on the other. 

Slommskl provided !lome Je·.i"~::' {.·Jucation for his children, born of his 1842 

marriage with Sarah (1824-189-:-. ::Jt" daughter of Abraham Stern.24 Their 

European names, lives. and caret!:'! .:J \\ dl as those of their descendants reflect the 

rapldity \Vith WhlCh Jews, inspired ~I :.:lc' Enlightenment, assimllated into the host 

soCÎetles and cultures and rose ta :e::.:~.:·!>tllp positions in the SCIences and liberal arts. 

The acculturatIon into mode:-:1 !':'-='lt"ty chosen by Slonimski's children and 



grandchildren also illustrates the tluid nature of the new Jewish H.kntity as it cmcrgl'd 

during the nineteenth century. 

The Slonimskis, descendants of an Orthodox Poli~h-LJthualllan Je\\'. dHl\e III 

adopt various national and religious identltics: Polish-Jewlsh. Poh~h-Cathohc. RlI~"'lan-

Orthodox, Russian-secular, and American. A soCÎoeconomlc, cultural, and rehgloll~ 
~ 

transformation which often took place during the course of several generati()n~, wa~ 

accomplished hy the members of the Slonimski family during the cour~e ot li kw 

decades. 

As conversion to Christianity was almnst indispen~able tn a SllCœ~~rlll career 

in the majority society, many of the Slommskis chose to apo~tatlze.25 Alexanùer 

Guterman, a prominent hlstorian of the Jewish inteIhgentsia ln Poland. expl;lIn~ that 

Hayim Zdig and Sarah Slor.imski's interaction WIth the Jewl!:lh dltc anù promment 

Tsarist officiais was characterised by toleration and rcalbm. which tran~latcLÎ 10 

reverence and submbsiveness in their conduct. Thus, the enVlf{)t1rnent ID WhlCh the 

Slonimskis raised their children encouraged thclT conversion.26 

Concomitantly, Slonimski did not dlMlwn hi~ de~cendant~ or sever I.:ontact wlth 

any of them, but rather applauded their ~uccess. and evt:!n ~ympathlled with them, 

though .• e was initially upset at their declsion.27 Slonim:-,ki unLÎerstooù the 

quandary of those who did not deem remaining a Jew a~ spmtually fullllhng. 

aesthetically satisfactory, socially gratitying, and economlcally cnnchlOg. He 

empathised with their desire to avoid the constraints and the VICI!)~Jtude~ expcncnccd 

by Jews. since a better life was available in the grenter society.2X The diversity of 
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the Ch01ce~ made with regard to national and religious affiliation shows the relative 

ea~e wJth whlch they adJusted ta new and different identities.29 As the family 

hl~t()ry rcveal~, wherever they resided, the Slonimskis merged with the local elite. 

SJonllmkl's ~on Stamslaw (1845-1913), was a physician who converted to 

Catholiclsm. He lived in War~aw and chose a Polish national identity. Stanislaw's 

~on, Antoni (1 ~95-1976), was a major Polish poet of the twentieth century and a 

progre~~ive p()~ltlvist.3() 

Slommskl'!'.. son Leonid Zinovievitch (Zhitomir, I850-Petrograd, 1918), was a 

promment Ru~~i(Jn lawyer, economi!lt, and a renowned journalist.31 He marned 

Fanny Wcngeroff, the daughter of a prominent upper-middlt! class Russian Jewish 

famJly.32 Leomd and Fanny Slonimski had children who abo exœlled in their 

carcer~. The tir~t, Alexander (Min~k, 1881-Mmcow, 196..J), wa~ a Ru~slan IIterary 

cntlc and nuvclbt;:n the !'..econd, Nicolas Leomdovlch (St. Petersburg, 189..J-), is a 

di!'ltlI1gulshed RU~!'..Jan-American muslcologist. conductor and composer;34 the third, 

Mikhall Leomdovlch Slomm~kl (St. Petersburg, 1897-Leningrad. 1972), was a 

promll1ent Soviet wnter and an active public figure.35 

S)(.mim~kl·s son Jozef (1~60-1933), wa~ a Polish Jew, a teacher, and a linguist 

who published EnglIsh, French anù German instruction books, following short-Iived 

medical studie~ in Berlin.36 He invented a unique, but obscure neo-Romanic 

language. Inspired by the multi-lingual en\-ironment in Bialystok and Warsaw, Jozef 

Slonimski attempted 10 emulate Esperanto, and provide a vehicle for international 

communication.37 This language, however, did not capturf a wide audience.38 
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Jozef Slonimskï~ creation of the Vniversal Romanic Language I~ probahly tht' n'~lIlt 

of the intere~t hb father expre~sed ln the efforts to 

invent one language that IS common to ail Europeun lan~uag~-'. :'0 that ail natHH1!'> 

will UnIte to speak in one tongue about ~hareù matters:11J' 

Jacob Shatzky (1893-1956), the foremnst hlstorian of the k\vl~h comnllHHty 

10 Warsaw, hi~ own birthplace, informs us that Slonim~kl haù at ka.,t two more 

children: David, a lawyer, an a:-.;simllated Jew who becamt.: a ZlOnJ~t, ami ail Ul1l1llnleU 

daughter who married Moyshe Mlkhel, the son of the kWI!-.h publt-.Ill'r Akxanùef 

Levinski. Ha-Tsefirah was ;rinteù ln hls facllitJcs between 1~S5-UN5. Sllllllln:'\...1 al-.o 

had several children who died prematurely.40 

Haylm Zeiig Sionimski's Iife and his Imeage vividly iJlu~tratc the IntrodUCtlll!l 

of modermty to Eastern European Jewry and its con~equenccs. The SIDmm~kl lamlly 

represents the advancement, not only in Eastern Europe, but abn in We!>tern ~()m:ty. 

of a signiflcant ~egment of Jewry. Jews weœ formerly confmeù to the penphery 01 

society; they were often treated a~ panah~; they were labelled 111 derogatory terlJl~. 

as members ot an mtraclzed relIgion a~ weil a~ an inknor r.iCe. 

But, many Jew~ had succe~sfully integrated mtn the C1VIC society durmg the 

course of the mneteenth century. In fact, they achleved di~tmctIOn in van()lI~ Ilcld!'> 

of science and culture. The Slonimski~ were in the vanguard of culture and ~Oclety, 

and provided leadership in their chmen field~. 

Consldermg ail of hls achlevements, surpn~mgJy little re~earch ha!'> heen 

conducted on the career of Hayim Zelig Slonimskl. Slommskl, moreover. dill not 

write his memûirs. He usually merlts a few pages 10 scholarly hl~tone~ of Eastern 

European Jewry and of Jewish literature,41 though a few blographlcal ~ketche~ have 

been published.42 

Ta date, however, no major analytical work on hi~ IIfe has appeared. It l~ the 

aim of this thesis to fill this lacuna. ThiS study compiles a vaflety ot source~ 

examining Slonimskïs roots and career. Indeed, a synthesi~ of the ~cholar and hb 

roots, contemporaneous personalities, ideological. and political developments of the 
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tlTne, b the focu!'. of thi!'. M.A. thesis. The major issues are the heritage of Jewish 

M:;entific scholars, the Haskalah movement, Slomm!'.ki's hometown Bialystok, his 

work!'., hlS aùopted city, War!'.aw, the hi~tory of modern Hebrew penoùicals in Eastern 

Europe, anù the publicatIOn, goals anù the content of Ha-Tsefirah. 
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l.Midmel Stanislawski, T~ar Nichola~ 1 and the Jews: The Tran!'.tormatHllI of Jewl!'.b SllqçJ): 
in Ruo;sia, 1825-1855 (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society ot Amenca, l ')S3). 50. 

2.R. Elijah cornpared the functlOn of thme who study the SClenœs wlthm thl' Jcwi!'.h trddJlI<H] 
ta the mie of confectionaries, cooks, and baker~, in ~erving the klllg In 1 Samuel X 1."\ 11111\. 
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Deity. See Irnmanuel Etkes, "Ha-GR"A ve-ha-haskalah: tadmit u-mat~i'uf." ["The (I,HlIl 
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chapter III. 

7.The correct title in Hebrew IS in the smgular: Kokhva De-Shavit (Vilna: IK15); thl~ I~ the 
Talmudic term for cornet, see below, chapter III. 

8.This book was pubhshed In Warsaw, 1838, anà Zhnomlr, 1866 - sec hdmv, charter III. 

9.1srael Zinberg, A Hi:-.torv of Jewish Literature tram. and ed. hv Ban:m! Martill. .... . .. 
(Cincmnati: Hebrew Umon College and Ktav Publbhmg House. 1(78), vol. XI. Part Twelve: 
"The Haskalah Movement in RUSSIa," 181. 

lü.Abraham S. Hershberg, Pinkos Bialvstok [Yiddish: The Chronicle ot Blaly~tokJ (~ew 
York: 1949). vol i, 238, points out that Slonimskl's grandfather. Yekhlel Nekhe~. il promment 
Bialystok Jew (see below, chapter III), also lived ta ninety-fi\ e. 

11.Mark Baker, "The Reassessment of Ha~kalah Ideolm .. rv In the 
wJ 

Aftermath of the 1863 Polish Revoit," Polm 5 (1990), 227. For a hroader explanatlOn ot the 
term mitnaged see below, chapter II. 
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LU3aker, "Rea.,~e~,>ment" 227. 

14.See helow, chapter III. 
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20 Sec helDw. chapter V. 

21.Akxander Ci uterman, T ... emlhat ha-zcramim ha-hada,>hlm he-hcvrah ha-vehudlt he-pollO 
"l'tl ... he-hl nml1ra~ephe! ht'-kltvel-ha-'et ha-vehuulvlm (ha-polamt. viddl,>h, ve-Ivrn) hem ha­
~hanlm 1 ~lll-l ~S 1 [Hebrew: The growth of new tendencie~ ln the JewI~h society m Poland 
a~ ft 1'> rt'lkctl'd m the JewI~h penodicab (m Polbh. Yiddi~h. and Hebrew) between lR61-
1 SX 1] C npllhll~hed doctoral dl~~ertation. (Jeru~alem. Hebrew Ü nJver!;lty. 19X3), 23. who 
rf()\'llk~ an ,1I'undance ut blhliography dl~cus~mg Slommskl\ career and the contents ot Ha­
T~cfirah. 

22.Rcu\'èn Br,lInll1. Flin \layn Lehn~-Bukh [Yiddbh: From My Life-Book]. (:\ew York: 
ICüF. 1(46) 372-377. 

23. Brall1ll1. Lehm-Bukl} 372-377. In his later days. Slonimski questIOned the validity of the 
miracle a~~()Clateù with the festival of Hanukkah. This 1892 article expressed his graduaI 
detaclunent from the tradition. and posslbly his jealousy at Ha-Tsefirah's unparalleled 
~uœe~~ under Sokolov. 

24.St'e below. l'harter III. 

25.!\lcola~ Slomm~k.i. wntes ln hls recent autobiography, Perfect Pitch: A Life Storv (Oxford: 
LJ nI\ er~lty Pre~s. IlJSS) 14. that his family decided to adopt the Greek Orthodox faith, being 
the otflcml religIOn in Rus~ia, as 10 m'oid discrimmation, although they were agnostics. 

1 
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1 26.Guterman, Jewlsh Pcriodicals 38. 

1 

27.Brainin, Lehns-Bukh 37·t. ~ 75. 

28.Guterrnan. Jewish Periodicals 38. 

29.haac Landman, Ed. The Univcrsal Jewi~h Encyclopct1lil (New York: KI.!v Puhll..,hl'I", 
1969) 569. Part~ of the ~ynop!'>ls of the SlonIm~kl famlly hlstory .. !re ba~ed UpOI1 thl' rl'k\,1111 
information found here. Landman, though applauùtng them a.., '\chol,ll'. ;lrll'ob ,llld 
scientlsts" makes the ml~take of refernng 10 the SlonlImkl~ a!'> merely ''.\ 11Iltcd RU.,'oI.lll 

family." Indeed. a~ becomes evident helow, many of the Slnnlm!'>kl~ prekrred 1\)11.,11 \.'llltlJ/ l'. 

although ~everal of them diù choo!>e the Rus~lan milleu. 

30.Antoni SIommskl wa~ horn a Roman Cathohc Pole. I-k completcd hl~ ~tllll!l'~ al t Ill' 
Academy of Fme Art~ ln Warsaw. Together with hl~ renowneù Jewl!loh tnend Jull:tll TlI\\111l 

(1894-1953), Antom SlonIm~kl was a foundmg member Dt and contnhutor 10 the mtlul'Jlt 1.11 

Pohsh poetry m2gazme Skamander lI1 1918. 
Czl'slaw Milmz, an authonty in Poh!>h Ilterature and a It:admg éluthllr hllll'ol'il. 

ob!'erved that Antoni Slomm!'kl was "A ratlOnalJst, li pacI!I!>!... he expre~~eù ln the }I)3I)., (hl' 

despmr of the hberab threatened a~ they were by the flse ot NtltlDnal SDclall!>!11 ln Gl'rm,ll1y 
and by chauvInI!,t. Antl-Semltlc Rlghtl~ts In Poland. wilIle 10 the ea~t Stalll11:-.t Ru".,la llJJ !lot 
glVe much re:J~()n for hope." See Cze~law ~\'lI1mz. Et.! .. Pmtw,lr Poll' .. h J~_~~'l.-.ry (Ail 
Antho!ohlJ'). 3rd expanJed edltlOn. (Berkeley et. al: L.:nl"cr~lty nt CalJtornl:l Prl"'~. I()~{;), .:; 

AntOn! S!ontm~ki nenher hld hl~ Jewl!'>h background nOl Ignmed k\"l~h thl'I1W .... , 
though wa~ a practI~lng C:Jthollc. He tra\elkd 10 Brltl~h ;"'landate P~lk~tlIlt.: alld publl~hl'd 
a JOYou!'> hook ot verse Drnga na Wschod [Road tu the Ea~t. 1 <)2..+j lll~ pl.!: Rudl\na 
[Famlly], ~taged JO 1933. warned in a comlcal way agaJO~t the "Ar;. an" rallai (onœpt III 
general and AntI-Semitlsm JO partIcular. 

AntOn! Slomm!lkl had :J profound l'motlonal regard tor the Jewl'.h peuple. ,II1J hL: W;I"I 

convInced that there b no è!>cape twm one'~ Je\"'I~h hackgrounù. In "Roau tu the [:;l~t" hL 
expre!'~ed hls um:.lzement at the revlvaJ Dt the anClent Jewl~h natIon. dnJ the cunl1ll't )[1 hl" 
he art between the "two homelamls." AntOn! Slomm~kl wa~ tull Dt rl'mur~e tor he wa'. "h()rr1 

in a land that WIll never fully accept hlm." Sel' Jmeph Klau~ner. "Sl()nun~h Antorll" iL.!..: 
Entsiklopedvah Ha-lvrIt [Encyclopeùm Hebralca J. (Tel AVlv: j <)74), vol. XXVI. H(J. 

Furtherrnore, the personal pain he t'elt when controntlllg thL: H()I()call~t may hL: 
detected in poems such as his Piesn a Janusz Knrczak [Song About Janu~z Kmuak 1· 
Aha!)wer [On the Wandering Jcw]. and Elegia Miasteczek Z}'dnw~kich [Ekbry ut thL: Jewl'.,h 
Townships]. Sec Antoni Slommskl. BR Wienzv [138 Poem~l. (War~aw: ] 471

)), 

Antom Slonimski wntc!, at length ahout hl!' famIly In h;~ 1~57 W~Q()mnll'OEI 

Warszawkie [Pahsh: Mernones of Warsaw]. Of partlcular Importance tu hlm ..... ère HayIrn 
Zelig and Stam~law Slommskl, his grandfather and fmher. He ~trongly ùdenJeJ the Je ........ 
and Israel in the aftermath of the 1967 Arab-braeli Slx-Day-W~1f, anù ClmùemneLÎ thL: wave 
of Anti-Semltlsm that ensued in Poland at that ume, 
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3 J.Thanb 10 thl: Ilheral era tluring the reign Dt Alexander Il (1855-1881), new opportunities 
'Were opened for Jt:w~, e~pecl:t1ly those who chome tn a~~imilate. Indeed, Leonid (also 
kf1()wn hy the German fmm of hl~ name, Lutlwig) SlonIm~kl, embraced the path of complete 
Rll~~J!lcatJ()n and converted to the Rus~ian Orthodox féllth. 

1 le ~tudled Law III Kiev untJl 1872. Leonid Slonimskl defended ~maII- ~cale peasant 
!.Imllng III RU~"la ;'g:lIn.,t thme lIberab who advm:ated sweeplllg agrarian reforms III the 
RIl~~lcln EmjllTc 1 le exrre~~ed hl~ stern Opposition to any fiscal polIcy to further artificially 
the ennchment of fInanCler~ to the inJury of agricultunsts and labourers. 

III~ ongmal cntlque of Karl Marx's hypothesls III economics, "The Economie Doctnne 
of Karl Marx." whlch refuted the prime te nets of Marxist economic theory, appeared in 
Ru',~Jan 111 IS9S, ilnd Wd~ abo tran~lated Illto German. Leol11d Slonimski pubhshed the text 
ot the RU~"lan comtltutlon wlth a preface that caused the offiCIal suppre~slon of the book, 
III 1 <)(J6. 

32.Fanny \Vt:ngerotr~ mother, Paulllle Wengeroff (nee Epstelll, 1833-1916), was born in 
Bobnw,k, I3vt:l()nl"'~la. 111 the Pale of Settlement. She marned Hanan, a Jewish banker from 
M ll1~k. 11er 1111prt:~~lve memolrs In German, MemOlren Einer Grossmutter: BIltler au~ der 
Kllltllregt'~chicte tler JlIden Ru..,~land~ im 19. lahrhundert [Memons of a Grandmother: 
Plcture~ ot tht: Cultural History of RU~~Jan Jewry In the nmeteenth Century], is a rich source 
for tht: gr:aJual ~ecLllaflzatlon and We~tern!zatIOn of Rus~lan Jewry, retlectlllg the life of an 
attluent kWI'Ih Lundy In the era ot tramltion from tratlltion to rnodernity, and the crisis 
whlch en~lled Paulme \Vt:ngerott tle~cnbes the pre-modern le\lll~h communIty wlth 
!'I)'mpathy . .!nd "he dt:plCb thl~ Ine\. Itable de!'ltructlon of the oId way of lite wlth re~lgnatl()n 
antl regret. 

ThL' \\ t:ngeruth e~tablI~heù a dl~lmgui~hed RU~~Ian IIltellectual and cultural famIly: 
The l'Idt:~t .1nLl (lnly "O!l. Semyon Atallah~eyevlch Wer ..;eroff (1855-1920), wa~ a promment 
RlI~"'ldn IJtcr:lr;, cnUc. hlhllographer. and edl!llr. The ~econd chIld. Zimuda Vengerova 
( 1 ~() -:- -1 lI·n ). \\a~ a rellownt:d RU~!'Ilan IIterary enlie. She lmmlgrated 10 the U.S.A. folIoWIng 
thL' B\ll\hcvIl., rC\Olutlon. The thlrd child. bahelle Vengerova (1877-1956) was a famou~ 
pl.lnl\! .ml! d mU"'lc teacher. She. too, Immlgrated 10 the C.S.A. 

JJ.Ak\.llllkr Slof1lm:,kl \\a~ educated In St. Petersburg. He turned to an exhaustive study 
nt PlI!'Il1h.m under the mtluenee ot hls uncle Semyon Wengeroff (set above), and edited the 
Soviet .\cademy edltlon of Pmhkm'~ works and wrote the ~cript for the Pushkin centcnnial 
film ''The Youth of the Poet." 

3-l.hlllmvlIlg hl~ ~tudle~ at the St. Petersburg Cmervatory. Nicolas SIommski left Russia 
dUrIng the Bllbhevlk RevolutIon and immigrated to the Li.S.A. in 1923. where he 
dl~tlflglll~heJ hlm~elf a~ an Interpreter of modern music. For details of his extraordinary life 
see lm allwhlOgraphy, Periert Pnch. 

15.~1Ih.hatl SIl)nJm~kl ~tlldled In the Faculty of History and PhIlosophy at St. Petersburg 
C 11I\t'r~Jty. In 1919. ln what now became Petrograd, he organized the symbolist literary 
group The Sera pion Brothers. 
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Mikhail Slonimski's mast famous book was The Lavrovs 1926, a flctilJI1alt.r.ed hi~torv 
of his family which portrays a young intellectual who b won nver to the ~Ide of th~ 
Communist revolution, and describes the downfall of a promment RussmIl family as a re~l1lt 
of War the revolution. 

36.Examples: Will You Speak English (Warsaw: ]891 and ]9(0). 
Sprechet Eire Deutch (Warsaw: 1901). 
Franzuische Metodie (Warsaw: 1920). 
Do You Speak English (Warsaw: 1927). 

37.1t is curious to note that the inventor of Esperanto, the optometrbt Dr. Ludwlk 
Zamenhof, was also a Jew from the city of Bialystok. 

38.Nicolas Slommskl writes fondly about his uncle in Perfect Pitch, 25-6. He depicts Jozef 
Slommski as a tragic yet humorous character, who had great talent and ambitions hut lacked 
the power to execute them. 

39.Baker, "Reassessment" 227, as quoted from Ha-Tsefirah ] (Feb. 4, 1~(2) 1; and 
highlighted by Guterman, JewI~h Periodicals 28. 

40.Jacob Shatzky, The Hlstorv orthe Jew<; ln Warsaw [YiddiSh]. 3 vob. (New York: YIVO, 
1947), vol. iiI: 255, 262 and 33H. 

41.Example~: Klau~ner, Hi~t()ry, vol. v, 123-125 amI 130-131. Jacoh Solornon Ral~lf1, Th L'. 

Haskalah Movement in Russla (PhIladelphia. The JewI~h PublicatIon Society of Amenca, 
1913) 199-203. Jacob Shatzky, The Cultural History nt Ha~kalah in Lithuanla: fro[11 Pa~t 
Times to Hibhat Zion [Yiddish] (Buenos Alre~, The Centra) Umon of Poh~h Jew~ 1/1 

Argentina, 1950) 93 and 125. Zinberg, Historv, vol. xi, 179-183. 

42.Examples: Jehudah David Eisenstein, "An Orthodox SClcntist: The Career ot 1 1 il yy lin 
Selig Slommskl, Who Popularized SCience Among the Ru~slan CorehglonI~ts." New Er :! 
Illustrated Magazme (New York: July 1904). 126-129. baac NI~~enbaum, "HaSaS: A 
Biographical Essay." Ha-Tsefirah Juhtlee Volume [Hebrew] Warsaw, Ha-T~dirah Pre!-'~, 
1912. 1-6. 
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Haylm Zelig Slonimski's raIe as a popularizer of science in Hebrew cannot be viewed 

solely a~ a product of external influences. Throughout Jewish history there has 

existed a eontinuous interest in the sciences within the tradition. Indeed, a true 

command of the Halakhah required a knowledge of astronomy and mathematics for 

calculatlons of the calendar, animal and human anatomy, the theories of combustion 

and cau~ahty, anù a variety of botanical and medical information. 

Sinee geometry was required for calculating the size of irregular plots of land, 

and a knowledge of mathematics was crucial for rendering decisions concerning 

inheritance, compendia of these laws occasionally began with mathematical 

instruction. Astronomical treatises, employed to calculate the workings of the 

calendar, were often introduced by an extensive ehapter on geometry, and the Iaws 

of probability were a notable component in the codification of many problems 

associated with the dietary laws. 1 

The development of secular studies, however, was chronically thwarted in 

European Jewlsh commumties. The mainstream spiritual leadership of the se 

commumties was opposed to the reading ofworks by gentiJe authors, and maintained 

that erudition in the Talmud and the Bible, in the codes and mystic Iore, sufficed. 

These guardmns of traditional Jewish society cultivated their spiritual and cultUlal 

separatIOn and enforced the C'ligarchic and hierarchic structure of its governing 

body.2 In medieval times this elite, though widely engaged in commerce with non-

1l:ws, at home and abroad, was often opposed te the acceptance of a rationalistic 

Weltanschauung and the pursuit of secular studies, and most Jews viewed gentiles 

and secular ideas with distrust. 

Jews were forced to accept thelr political subjugation ta the Christian state, 

although they were unwilling to sanction the validity of its ideology. The values 

espoused by the hast nation were generally considered either insignificant or 
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subversive, and a gentile, no matter how meritorious, usually could not be acccptl~ù 

as a role model. The Jewish community generalJy pereeived external intervention as 

hostile, deducing from history that gentile intentions posed an acute thrcat to its 

unique character and integrity. Furthermore, the Jewish elite rejccted a numher of 

reforms introduced by the host society as a threat to its supremacy in its own 

community. 

Ac1assic example of the problem which rationalisrn and science creatcd in the 

Jewish community, even when they were deeply rooted in Jewish tradition, is round 

in the achievement and influence of Moses Maimonides, tmditionally known hy his 

Hebrew acronym RaMBa"M (Cordova, 1135-Catro, 1204). His career and the 

controversy he rriggered illustrate the confliet during medieval and carly modern 

times. Maimonides, a paramount rabbinic authonty, codifier, phIlo~ophcr, and 

physician, is probably the most prominent and celebrated Jewish figure of the Middle 

Ages. 

He exerted a tremendous influence not only on medlt!val JewI~h pllllmophy, 

out al50 on the formation of modern Jewish thGught. ln "The Guide for the 

Perplexe d," he presents a synthesis of Aristotelian ratlcmalism and Juualsm whlch in 

Jewish tradition is the mast significant work to reconcIle religion with phllo~ophy and 

science. "The Guide" provided later Jewish scholars wlth a dramatic introduction to 

epistemological speculation. Maimonides became the primary ~ymb()l ot phllmophlc 

endeavour by promoting rationalism in normative Judaism during medleval time~. 

His work facilitated the study of philosophy and stimulated interest in the science~. 

The Maimonidean Controversy pertains ta a complex of disputed religious 

and cultural issues with a notable sociaeconomic underpinmng. Fundarncntal 

COllcerns included the role of the Talmud and whether it supersede~ other works, 

especially those of Maimonides, the question of hierarchical versus intellectual and 

personalleadership, reasan and philosophy and their relation to f31th and tradition, 

the appropriate education a Jew should receive. i.e. what curriculum should 

accompany the study of the Torah, the proper understanding of anthropomorphism 
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as cxprcssed in the Bible and the Talmud, and the meaning of theological concepts 

such as miracles and the bodily resurrection. 

Mairnonides' attempted synthesis of Jewish monotheism and Greco-Arabi<: 

Aristotelian philosophy was received with enthusiasrn in sorne circIes, mainly the 

upper stratum of Jewish communities, and with horror and dismay by others, who 

being of a ]ower socioeconomic standing were c10ser to popular views of Judaism and 

were irnbueJ with rnysticism. Such people dreaded the corrosive effect of Greek 

thought on Jewish belief. 

Maimonides' innovative thinking was often provocative. His critical attitude 

toward the study of the Talmud, his questioning of the leadership of established 

institutions, as weIl as his opposition to financial support for the study of the Torah 

in gcneral and rabbis in particular, fanned the polemic. The controversy, in which 

many di!>tiguished rabbis and scholars participated, persisted throughout the Middle 

Ages. 

The Maimo!1idean Controversy resurfaced in Renaissance Italy and in the 

flounshmg Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. The struggle to achieve a rational . 
mterpretation of Judaism, ennched through an understanding of the sciences, had a 

special Impact on Polish-Lithuanian Jewry.3 According ta the historian Jacob 

Shatzky, Hayim Zelig Slonimski could look back sorne two and a ha If centuries to a 

tradition of rationalism and science which developed in his home territory.4 

A forerunner ofthis tradition was Joseph ben Isaac Halevy. Born in Lithuania 

in the second half of the sixteenth century, he played a crucial role in introducing 

Polish-Uthuanian Jewry ta a critical study of Maimonides. Halevy acquired 

knowledge in medieval religious philosophy and taught many rabbinic scholars in 

Prague, where he lived most of his life. In his two major works, Halevy interpreted 

Maimenides' thought as presented in "The Guide for the Perplexed." 

His readmg, though dominated by rationalist literature, ranged far and wide. 

His interest in p!:;losophy began ta take precedence over his Talmudic study, and 

although he cited traditional Jewish commentators in his work, prominent non-Jewish 
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philosophers such as Aristotle and various medieval Arabic philosophas. arc 

frequently mention~d with admiration.5 

Halevy's exrlication of traditional Jewish sources with his acknowledgcù debt 

to non·Jewish thinkers, manifests a bold commitment ta intellectuai frccdom wlthll1 

the contemporary Jewish milieu. His books advanced the emergence of Lithuanian­

Jewish scholarship, though the interest in science was not continuous. Thelle studlcS 

combined traditional Talmudic study with the purSUlt of scientific interests.6 

A leading exponent of this approach was Joseph Salomon bcn ElIph 

Delmedigo of Candia, (1591-1655), art": owned and prolific Jewish scholar, rahbl, amI 

traveller.7 As the name indicates, he was aIso a distingubhcd medicaI doctor. Ile 

contributed tremendousIy ta the advancement of the study Dt science among Jews III 

early modern times and authored Sefer Elirn-Ma'ayan Ganim [The Book of Elnn-Thc 

Fountain of Gardens, Amsterdam, 1628·1629], the first pnnted Hebrew book 

profuseIy ilIustrated.8 This book was utiIized by Sionimski in his flrst book, Musdc 

Hokhmah [Foundations of Wisdom, 1832J.9 

Delmedigo lived for many years in Poland-Lithuania and Livoma a~ a pnvatc 

physician ta Prince Radziwill of Vilna. IO He personifies the mtlux of Jcwillh doctms 

coming to Poland from Western Europe. lI Since the fourteenth centlJry Jewlllh 

physicians played a significant role in Poland. They contnbuted 10 the progre~~ ln 

medical practice, to the study of the natural sciences, and facilitated the advanœment 

of enlightenment among Jews. 12 

An outstanding representative of this tradition is TobiaS Cohn, (Metz, 1652-

Jerusalem, 1729). The scion of a distinguished family, he became a renowned royal 

physician, a philosopher and a Hebrew writer. 13 He received a traditional Jewish 

education, and studied medicine abroad, obtaining hls degree, despitc many 

difficulties, from Padua in 1683.14 Cohn practised briefly in Poland, but tled to the 

Ottoman Empire due to the Chmelnitsky Uprising of 1648·1656. He became the 

court physician to five successive sultans in Istanbul, eventually settling In JefUsalem 

in 1714, devoting himse]f to religious studies. 
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Cohn's life work, Ma'aseh Tuviyah [The Deed of Tobias l, was published in 

Veniee in 1707. 15 It was an authoritative popular medical handbook, displaying a 

particular concern for the health of Polish Jewry, containing profusely illustrated 

treatlses on vanous sciences.16 His work was highly praised by both Christian and 

Jewish seho)ar~, and his findings stimulated more sueeessful research. 17 Cohn 

advocated combining traditional Judaism with the benefits of scientific development. 

He criticized the Kabbalists for their detachment from reality and attacked ignorant 

anti-Jewish attitudes eommon among Christians.18 

Dr. Moses Wolf was a distmguished seventeenth eentury Polish Jewish 

physician, and a pioneer in populanzing knowledge of medicine and hygIene among 

Jews III their spoken language, YicJdish. 19 His books were aimed at readers who 

did not have easy access to doetors, and were therefore written in simple 

language.20 The Gaon of Vilna was instrumental in promoting the study of science 

among Lithuanian Jews,21 an{~ was wideIy viewed as a forerunner of the Haskalah 

movement.22 R. ElIph expressed personal interest in, and wrote books about, 

many branches of SCience, and he lold R. Barukh Schick,23 

that for every deflclcnl)' of knowledge a man has in the sciences, he will have a 
hundred deficiencies of knowledge m the science of the Torah; for Torah and science 
are clasely related. And he commanded [Schick] to translate everything possible of 
the sc~ences into our holy tongue .. .in arder to spread knowledge among our people 
IsraeJ.-4 

The legacy of R. Elijah therefore stresses the obligation to carefully study, and 

strictly observe, the Jewish Law. This was, however, to be complimented with 

aequiring extensive knowledge in the sciences, and his biography personified the 

possible harmony 

between total immersion in the talmudic world, living absorption in mysticism, and 
consIderable mterest in certain fields of secular knowledge, to an of which he brought 
an ardently believing he art, a keenly analytical and critical mind, and an iron will and 
self discipline.25 

This combination, with its receptiveness ta rationalism, was aecepted by a 

significant segment of the spiritual and communal leadership.26 Many Lithuanian 
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Jt!ws, however, expressed their emphasis on articulate and precIse learning of the 

Talmud by enroling in great numbers in the Yeshivoth of the rnitnagl.-dim. and 

academies of great distinction flourished in Lithuania in contra~t to thelr prcclpltou~ 

decIine in the West.27 

The increasing acceptance of rationalism, the growth of ~clentlflc knowlcùgl' 

and the use of scientific method since the mid-seventcenth cent ury !cd to the graùual 

rejection of traditional reliri'lus and social belids and attitudes, i.e. the funùamcntal 

dogmas of medieval society.28 Furthermore, the "Mmmomdean side" of the hl!.tonc 

controversy was given a new expression, more secular and radical, hy Mo~es 

Mendelssohn in the eighteenth century. In the European Jewi~h miheu, this 

development, strengthened by the emancipation cra, which was ushered in hy Joseph 

II's Edict of Toleration of 1781 in Austria and the French RevolutIOn, facllitatcd the 

onset of a new movement in JeWlsh life, the Haskalah. 

The number of European Jewish students in secular institutIOns of learning, 

and the number of Jewish physlcians in Poland in partlcular, grcw ('on~l~tently.21) 

More educated Jews fol1owed the Idea~ of the Haskalah, and influenual Jcwi~h 

scholars. many of whom were from the Llthuaman school, propagated ratlOnall~t 

thought and cultivated the study of the sCIences. These mtellectuab forgcd new 

patterns. as they fell under the sway of the Berlin Haskalah. and journeyed wc~t ln 

participate in its activities. 

These Eastern European scholars wrote in Hebrew, a~ they were rootcd 111 

Judaism and believed that Hebrew was the primary language of Jewl1lh spiritual and 

intellectual discourse. In addition, the traditional Jewi!lh reader!lhip generally could 

not read a modern European literary language. Thus, the only plausIble strate!,'Y they 

could apply ta auain influence and acceptance within the leu rned sector of tradltional 

Eastern European Jewish society was ta use Hebrew. 

Many maskilim believed that an invigorated Ho;!brew language !lhould be u!led 

to introduce the traditional Jewish intelligentsia to European intellectual and cultural 

life. The acceptance of modern European thought would encourage Jew~ to 

participate actively in civic society. The maskilim would come to view Hcbrew not 
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simply as the traditional holy tangue reserved for sacred study and prayer, but as a 

viable language that could convey thl! knowledge of science and society. The rebirth 

of modern Hebrew would be brouglt about by blending its biblical and mishnaic 

strata with modern termbology,30 thus serving as the spiritual and intellectual 

language of the Jews, f~~ilitating the complete revival of Judaism and the Jews. 

It was R. Israel of Zamosc, (ca.1700- 1772), who brought his great store of 

secular knowledge, particularly mathematics, accumulated within the houndaries of 

traditional Judaism in Poland, into the European arena in Berlin. As his narne 

denotes, he grew up in Zamosc, in the Lublin district of Poland, which became a 

centre of the Haskalab movement. He studied and taught the tradition al talmudic­

centred curriculum at th\! local Yeshiva, simultaneously becoming an expert in 

philosophy, mathematics, and astronomy.31 

R. Israel moved ta Berlin in 1740. A year later he published his first and 

forernost work in Hebrew, Nezah Israel [The Eternity of Israel]. This book 

represents a pioneer attempt ta apply secular knowledge and critical method ta the 

interprctation of blblical and Talmudic literature. In the introduction, he criticized 

the:! wide use of the pilpul techmque at that time and suggested a more rational and 

organized me:!thod of analyzmg the Talrnud.32 

R. Israel resided m Berlin for seven years, under the patronage of Daniel Itzig 

(1723-1799), the famous Prussian Court Jew and champion of the Haskalah. There, 

R. Israel becarne one of Haskalab's founders. He tutored the young Moses 

Mendelssohn, and Aaron Gumperz, a physician, an early maskil, and a distinguished 

Hebrew writer.33 Their instruction focused on philosophy, espeeially Maimonidean, 

in addItIOn ta mathernatics, astronorny and the sciences.34 Given the way R. Israel 

pursued his studies, he aroused the ire of Jewish religious fanaties, and he was often 

forced ta change his residence.35 He eventually settled in Brady. a major Haskalah 

center he helped cultivate.36 

R. Barukh Schick (1744-1808), came frorn Shk1ov, an east Byelorussian city, 

which emerged as a center of the Haskalab during the late eighteenth century. A 
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prominent physician, barn inta the rabbinic elite,37 he had a typical hiography lm 

a man of his background and calibre, namely that of a scholar l!!lccndiIig the laùùer 

of rabbinic and communal leadership, thanks to his learning anù kim.hlp tles.3X (-k 

started studying the sciences relatively early, and he latcr assoclatcù \Vith Bl'r1in\ 

Mendelssohnian Circle. Schick published two Hebrew books dunng Iw., ~tav, 111 

1777.39 In these works, and others that followed, he dcmomtrated ~nuwlcd / lit 

secular subjects and languages and applied critical methoJ in his scientlflc ~tl1dle~.41l 

Schick was conditioned by the critique of the early maskilim ot rahhlnlC 

Judaism as obscurantist and anttthetical ta science, and he introduced ~C1en'ltlc 

learning ta traditional Jews in an apologetic manner. Schick comhmed the ~clence!'> 

and the Torah, trying ta prove that Judaism is wise and understandmg. He wa~ 

therefore a paradigm of nineteenth century rabbis, for whom !lcicnce \Vas dlvorceù 

from contemporary theological, social, cultural, and political dIlemmas.41 

Moses Marcuse, (1743-ca.1800), came from Slonim, in Polish Llthuama, 

Sionimski's ancestral home.42 A prominent Polish Jewish physician anù m~tructor 

in public health, he focused on preventIVe medicme and hyglcne. Marcu~c ~tUllJcd 

medicme at the univer~ity of Koenigsberg, settling in 1774 in Poland. and practl~cd 

in cities such as Vilna and Shklov:B Despite hIS contempt for tht.: language. 

Marcuse, a true maskil, published his popular medical handbook, Ezcr yisroel: seyfcr 

refues [An Aid to Israel: A Book of Cures], in Yiddish sa that it would be acce~~lbk 

ta the Jewish masses who nceded it most. Pnnted in Pontzk m 1790, thl~ wa~ the 

first book to be published in modem Yiddish.44 

An influential Jewish physician \Vas Marcus Herz (Berlin. 1747-Berlm, ]803), 

a classmate of Marcuse. a philosopher, and a member of the Menùeb~ohTllall 

Circle.45 He befriended Kant, Lessing, and the king of Prussia. The Berz !)alon 

attracted the most prominent enlightened B:!rliners, both Jews and gentllcs.46 

R. ludah Leyb b n Asher Margolioth (1747-1811), a rabbi and plt~acher, wa~ 

another precursor of the Haskalah movement in Eastern Europe whose roots were 

in the rabbinic elite.47 Margolioth served as a rabbi in Poland, and travclled 

extensively in Europe, where he met a variety of Jewish scholars and rabbls.4S First 
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and foremo!)t among them was Moses Mendelssohn. From 1805 onward, Margolioth 

resided in Frankfurt on the Oder. 

Margolioth immersed himself in medieval and current Hebrew scientific and 

phllo~ophical literature, as weil as the emerging literature of the Baskalah. His 

investIgation almed at modern research, but due to his isolation from up-to-date 

European Iearnmg Margolioth was unaware of the progress made in the sciences. 

His own works wcre therefore based on classic authorities such as Maimonides and 

Aristotk, reflccting the popular scientific views of antiquity as interpreted by the 

medieval authoriucs.49 Margolioth emphasized the exigency for social justice, and 

denounced the ill·treatment of the poor by the eHte in the Jewish community. He 

assailed the pursuit of luxury, prevalent among the rich. 

Margolioth opposed Hasidism for what he considered ta be its irrational 

exccsses, and also objectt"d to the study of philosophy, which he regarded as 

undermining faith.50 He criticized Mendelssohn for his caU in Jerusalem ta abolish 

excommunication as a means of spiritual coercion in Judaism. Margolioth, however, 

did encourage the study of Hcbrew grammar, the sciences, and mathematics, which 

was ln accordance wlth thi! program of the Haskalab. 

Margolioth was probably the first Polish Jew to discuss natural philosophy in 

Hehrew.51 The ten volumes published during his lifetime contain a variety of 

subJccts such as biblical interpretation, natural philosophy, ethics, responsa, homilies, 

lit ,;fb'Y. Jewish holidays. poeu)', and linguistic studies.52 These books, and 

Margohoth's own career, express the initial willingness among traditional elements of 

Eastern European Jewry, in the early days of the Haskalah movement, ta accept 

social reforms and even secular studies. Many were ultimately disilluslOned when 

they witncssed the radical results of the Enlightenment in Western and Central 

Europe. 

The carly modern philosopher Salomon Maimon (1754-1800) was barn in 

Poland-Lithuania. and joined the Mendelssohnian Cirele in Berlin in his youth.53 

He married at twelve, experienced hasidic life, became disillusioned with it, and then 

studied medicine in Berlin. In 1770 Maimon severed bis connection with tradition al 
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Judaism with the publication of his critical commentary on Malmoniùes' "GUide for 

The Perplexed." He then devoted himself to the study of philo!'ophy, following Mo~es 

Mendelssohn and Immanuel Wolff, becoming the most incIsive student and entlc of 

Kant.54 

Phineas Elijah Hurwitz (1765-1821) was a Hebrew wnter and an carly mu ... kil 

of Lithuanian origin who travelled extensively in Poland, Hungary, Gcrrnally, alld 

Great Britain.55 He gained considerable scientific knowledge, although hl! cl<lll11cd 

not to have mastered any European language.56 A traditional Jew, he changeù Iw, 

outlook because of continuous discourse WIth scholars and constant exposure III new 

ideas. 

Hurwitz's most influential work, Sefer ha-Brith [The Book of the Covcnant/. 

J797,57 was a primary source of scientific information for Jews who coulll not read 

a modern European language.58 He condemned those Jews who engaged ~()lcly 

in traditional study and petty trade for their lack of comprehensive knowlcdge necdcd 

in daily Iife and in order to earn an honest living. HurwItz warned that tlll~ 

abnormality would jeopardize Jewish existence and urgcd the Jcwl~h ma~~e~ ID 

diversify their occupations, focusing on manual labour. 

Joseph Schonhak (1812-1870) was a popular and prohfic Hebrew wntcr JO the 

natural sciences. 59 He led a retired life, devoting must of hIS time to hl~ ~tUÙIl~~ 

and writing. His career, moreover, was contemporaneous wlth Slonim~kj's and thcy 

share certain similarities. Schonhak was born in Tiktin (Tykocin), cime to Blaly~tok, 

Slonimski's birthplace, and both published pioneering scientific work~ In Hchrcw, 

though Schonhak was also known for his Iinguistic studies.60 

Furthermore, both contributed to familiarizing traditionalist Hebrcw rcadcr~ 

with modern developments in science by synthesizing Jewish religious !'ourcc~ wlth 

modern European research so as not to antagonize their readers with a blatantly antl­

religious or otherwise offensive presentation. Conveying modern sClentific knowlcdgc 

in a language and form accessible to the traditional readershIp became the salient 

feature of Hayim Zelig Slonimski's contribution to the Eastern European Haskalüh 

movement. 
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ln addition, the transformation of Hebrew into a modern language with a 

scientiflc terminology was tremendously affected by Joseph Schonhak. He may be 

considered the forerunner of Shalom Jacob Abramovitch (1835/6-1917, popularly 

known as Mendele Mokher Seforim - Mendele the BookseIIer) and Slonimski as a 

popularizer of sCIence in Hebrew.61 

The aforementioned personalities represented a significant class among the 

plOneer maskilim in the eighteenth and early nineteenth century. They were 

ob~ervant Eastern European Jews who studied both classiccll Jewish religious 

llterature and the sciences; they endeavoured to disseminate knowledge of the 

science~ among the tradition~bound Jews of Eastern Europe; their work was generally 

charactcnzed by the attempt to reconcile Judaism and science, i. e. it sounded an 

apoJogetlc note to prove the wisdom and validity of Judaism even in the modern age. 

These early maskilim provided a paradigm for later modernizing Jewish 

schoJars and inteIIectuals such as Slonimski. Many of the nineteenth century 

maskilim approached secular studies with an eye to harmonizing them with Judaism. 

They were ncither emotionally nor intellectually totally detached from earlier 

religlou~. cultural, and social concerns. The environment in which each maskil 

cxpcrienced hlS formative years is therefore crucial. Indet:=d, Slonimski can only be 

understood in this context. 



B. Bialystok - A Jewish Community on the Threshold of Modernizatton 

Bialystok,62 the birthplace of Hayim Zelig Slommski, lIes at the Junction of 

national borders and trade routes. The Lithuanian Grand Duke GeùlITIlI1 cstahlt~hl'L1 

this settlement in the western periphery of historie Lithuama in 1320.61 Bl:lly~t()k 

was built on the banks of the Biala river which flows into the Suprasl, il tnbutary ot 

the Narew, which flows in ta the Vistula river. These waterways were uSCù mten!llvely 

as commercial routes and the town, a natural rnarketplace, became an eCO!1onllC 

centre for the entire region. Bialystok was an early centre of mùmtIlalizatlllI1 III 

Russian Poland and played a special raIe in the rnodernizatlon of Poh~h-Llthllanlan 

Jewry. 

The city is situated in north-eastern Poland, in close proxlmlty tn the tOrIner 

East Prussian border, where the Byelorussians, an agrarian people, were the maJoflty. 

At the Union of Brest in 1386, in WhlCh the Commonwealth ot PDland-LlthuaIlla wa~ 

created, Bialystok came undcr the tutelage of the Pohsh king. becommg the ~cat of 

the region's ruler, the Wojawoda. 

The first evidence of a JewI~h presence ln Blaly~tok dat'.!~ haà 10 15 14. Tlll~ 

Jewish communay was a member of the central instItution of Je'Wl~h autonomy 111 the 

Pohsh Kmgdom. the Council of the Four Lands (Vaad Arba Aratzot).64 Blaly~tl)k 

and its Jewish cornmunity experienced rapid economlc growth, promoted hy the 

manorial overlords of the Branicki famlly. during the t!lghteenth century. Blaly~tllk 

received independent municipal status in 1745,65 and in the same year the 

autonomous Jewish community obtained self-govermng statu~ wlthIn the Councll ot 

the Four Lands.66 

The strength and vitality of the Jewish cornmunity under Poh!lh rule wa~ 

recognized by the permission granted to the leadership of the autonomous Jewish 

community board (kehillah) ta participate in mUnIcIpal electjon~ In 1749. Jews ln 

Christian states were customanly excluded From partlcipatIng m city councils. nie 

1759 initiation charter of the craft guilds explicitly admits Jewish member~hip despite 

the fa ct that the guilds were generally hostile ta the Jews as competitors and non-
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Chfl~tJan~. Thu~, thls inclusion attested ta the strength of Jewish participation in this 

branch of the economy, as well as ta the pressure applied by Count Branicki on the 

guilds.67 

A~ a re~ult of internaI weakness and external pressures, the Polish Kingdom 

gradually lo~t the buIk of its territories, and, finally, its independence. Following the 

Pohsh partlti(]n~ and the ensuing Napoleonic wars, Bialystok passed first ta Prussia 

In 1795, and th~n 10 the Russian Empire in 1807. Under Prussian ruIe, Bialystok and 

it~ surroundmg region formed the province of New East Prussia. German 

entrepreneurs and skilled workers created and developed the textile industry in the 

CIty and Its satellItes. The Gennans initially opted to maintain a monopoly in this 

industry by Iegally exc1uding Jews from positions of expertise. Nevertheless, Jews 

worked cIosely wlth the German pioneers, and the textile industry rapidly emerged 

thanks to Jewish initIative, investment, and commercial skill. Jews financed 

workshops run by a number of demobilized Saxon soldiers who had been professional 

wcavcrs and ~pinners and had now settled in Bialystok. 

~lany Jew~ acquired spmnmg, weavmg, knittmg, and dyeing skills. gradually 

trecmg themsclves from dependence upon German expertise.68 The Germans' role 

in the textile ll1du~!ry and the proXlmity to East Prussia secured their importance in 

Blaly~tok and guaranteed that German language and culture would occupy a 

sub~tantlal position in the CIty. For a certain segment of Bialystok Jewry, association 

wlth Germans was not merely an economic necessity, but also expressed the yeaming 

of liberal Jews to "better themselves," i.e. to modernize through the mediation of 

German Kultur imported from Koenigsberg, East Prussia's capital.69 

As a result of the 1807 TilsIt Accord, the Prussians withdrew and Bialystok 

came under Tsanst rule. During the Napoleonic invasion of Russia in 1812/13, there 

wa~ a bnef French occupation of the region.1° The Jews of Bialystok, disillusioned 

by the fmlure to gain emancipation in the Napoleonic sponsored Duchy of Warsaw, 

cooperated wlth the Russians.71 Russian mIe over the Hon's share of Polish 

territory. which lasted over a century, was ultimately sealed, with mode st territorial 

revisions. by the 1815 Vienna Congress Accord. 
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The period of transition after the collapse of the Polish-Lnhuanlan 

Commonwealth, hurt the legal status of the Jews. As the Tsanst Empire \Vas Ilol a 

corporate state sharing in the feudal heritage of Roman law, it did not COllin tlll' 

right of autonomy to aIl segments of society.72 Moreover, Russia had heen hmtdc 

ta a Jewish presence, had prohibited Jewish settlement in its territory and thert'lml' 

did not have a Jewish population. 

Ta prevent Jews from entering Russia's vast hinterland, the ma~slvc POll!'>h­

Jewish population acquired as a result of the partitions was confined to the nl'wly 

annexed western territories that comprised most of what became known as the Pale 

of Settlement.73 Bialystok was now located on the we~tern border of the T~(ln~t 

Russian province of Grodno in the Pale. The disposition of the T~an~t rcglllll' 

toward the Jews was vivldly displayed in the introduction of severe antl-JcwI~h 

restrictions in the 1804 constitution. 

Vpon his accession ta the throne of Russia ln 180 l, Tsar Alexander 1 dccrceLl 

an investigation of the Jewish communiues and appomted supposedly Impartlal 

l~lembers ta a commissIOn for this purpose. The mandate 01 the special "Comrlllttee 

for the AmelioratIon of the Jews" was to submit unbla~ed proposaIs to Improvc the 

predicament of the new Jewish population in the T~arist Emplre.74 O~tell~lhly, ail 

concerned parties were mvited to present their point of VICW. The Iflqlllry W.l~ 

prompted. as stated in its charter, by other objective~. The preamble comrncnccd 

with the hope that it would work for the true weltare Df the Jews, "a~ weil a~ for thl' 

advantage of the native population of those Governments, in WhlCh the~e people are 

allowed ta live [emphasis added].,,75 

The Committee submitted its conclusions in 1804, and its findings intluenced 

the status of Russian Jewry and Imperial policy toward the Jews to the very end of 

the Tsarist regime in 1917. It called for a transformation of the Jews through 

institutional reform. The recommendations presented the Jews wlth a combmatloll 

of liberties and disabilities, c1early aimed at serving tht... exclusive mtere~t of the 

Tsarist Empire. 
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On the positive side, the public schools were opened ta Jews. They were even 

granted the right ta open theÏI own schools for "secular culture," contingent on either 

German, Russian, or PoJish being the language of instruction. Legal priviJeges, such 

as the allocation of crown estates and the right to buy vacant lands, and financial 

incentives, such as tax exemptions, were prornised to induce Jews to enter agriculture 

and, ta a lesser degree, industry and handicrafts. 

The Tsarist regime was inconsistent in its policy ta encourage the occupational 

diversification of the Jewish population in general, and to tum it to agriculture in 

particular. Due ta frequent policy changes and bureaucratie opposition and 

incompetenee, Jews were deprived of most of the promised financial incentives. 

On the negative side, the Jews were confined ta the Pale, forced to pay a 

much higher levy than the rest of the population, put under the authority of local 

municipalities and the ju:isdiction of the state courts, while closely supervised by the 

police. The autonomy of the Jewish community was thwarted, and its power 

dimmlshed in legal and economic affairs. The Jews were indicted by the Tsarist 

Comml~sjon of Inquiry, as primarily responsible for the chronic alcoholism, poverty 

and mI~ery prevaIlmg among the peasantry. They were aecused of being a parasitic 

clement In the rural agrarian economy, and were threatened with immediate 

cxpubIOn from many villages, and many were consequently displaced physically and 

harmed economically. These rneasures caused a steady flight of Jews from the 

villages ta the towns and cities of the Pale, and their effects were strongly felt in 

Bialystok during the reign of Nicholas 1 in 1825-35 and 1845.'6 

Furthermore, Bialystok tlourished economically and enjoyed rapid urbanization 

in the aftermath of the Polish Insurrection of 1831, attracting many displaced Jews 

from war-torn areas. Bialystok also hosted a huge army garrison as it was situated 

just inside the borderline between Russia and the Russian-ruled Kingdom of Poland 

as well as in close proximity to the East-Prussian border.77 

Concomitantly, Bialystok was enriched by a constant flow of state investments 

in the form of subsidies, experts, and the supply of modern technology. Situated just 

east of the borderline, it was not hindered by the trade barrier erected between the 
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annexed Polish provinces and the rest of the Tsarist Empire, imposed as a 

punishment for the 1831 Polish uprising, and Bialystok's textile production was 

exempt from this onerous tariff.78 

Bialystok also benefited from trading with the Polish markets of the western 

provinces of the Empire. Its economic position was greatly strengthened by the 

construction of the Warsaw-St. Petersburg railway in the second half of the 

nineteenth century.79 As a response ta the second and stronger Polish Insurrection 

of 1863, the Tsarist regime launched a forceful political and cultural campaign to 

Russify the former Polish terri tories. 

Bialystok, moreover, was located at the point of ccnvergence of three poweriul 

cultural influences, Polish, Russian and German. These stimuli, in addition to the 

unique Lithuanian Jewish tradition of rationalist scholarshlp and Hehraism, the 

Litvak tradition, moulded the distinctive character of the Jewish community of 

Bialystok. 

The second generation of the Haskalab movement in Eastern Europe was 

primarily Lithuaman, whereas in central Poland few maskilim were actlve.SIl The 

Lithuanian maskilim wanted to avoid the relative Isolation expenenccd hy lellow 

Enlighteners in other regions of Eastern Europe. Thus, they were actIve among the 

Jewish masses, and had to placate traditional Jews, who would not countenance any 

tampering with the sacred texts, while advancmg their program of modcrmzation. 

The heterogeneous Jewish community of Bialystok, with its modern economlc life and 

European character, rendered the Jews more receptive to the ideas of the 

Enlightenrnent. Indeed, the centre of the Haskalab moved, in the early nineteenth 

century, frorn Berlin eastward.81 

The Litvak tradition was characterized by a distinct synthesis of conservative 

convictions with the application of a rationalist approach to the study of the corpus 

of cIassical religious learning. This tradition hegan ta fracture due to the growing 

discrepancy between the practice of confining inquiries ta the Jewish Law on the one 
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hand, and the maskilic urge to probe studies which ultimately challenged its basis on 

the other. 

Concomitantly, an increasing number of maskilim began ta caU for far 

reaching reforms in the system of study and teaching of Judaism. Prominent among 

them were the Hebrew poets and writers of Lithuania: Abraham Dov Lebensohn 

(Ada"m ha-Cohen), (1794-1878), his son Micha YosefLebensohn (MICHa"L), (1828-

1852), ludah Leib Gordon (YaLa"G), (1830-1892), Abraham Mapu (1808-1867), 

Reuven Braudes (1851-1902), Peretz Smolenskin (1842-1885) and Moyshe Leyb 

Lihcnblum (MaLa"L) (1844-1910).82 

A product of the Litvak tradition and appearing at the time of the nse of 

inùustrialization in Bialystok, Hayim Zelig Slonimski's finely wrought balance between 

tradition and modernity gained him the position of a leading maskil in the nineteenth 

century. 

• 
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NOTES 

1.B. Barry Levy, Planets, Potions and Parchments: Scientific Hehraica from thc Dead 
Sea SeraIls to the Eighteenth Century Montreal et. al: Published for the Jcwish Puhltc 
Library by McGill-Queen's University Press, 1990, 5. 

2.Haim Hillel Ben-Sasson, Bagut ve-Hallhagah [Hebrew: Thought and Lcmlcrshlrl. 
(Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1959). 

3.Raphael Mahler, Hasidism and the Jewish Enlightenment: TheIl' ConfrontatIon III 

Galicia and Poland in the First Half of the Nineteenth Century. Tran~lated fmm the 
Yiddish by Eugene Orenstein, and from the Hebrew by Aaron Klein and Jenny 
Machlowits Klein. (Philadelphia et. al: The Jewish Publication Society of Amcnca, 
1985), 41-3. 

4.Shatzky, Baskalah 93 and 125. 

5.Halevy wrote two major works. The first was Giveat ha-Moreh [The Declsor's HIll, 
Prague: 1612J. The book was pubhshed by R. Yom Tov Li~ :nann HelIer (157<J·165.t), 
an outstanding rabbinic authority and commentator on the Mishnah. who abn 
introduced and annotated the text. The title combines a Hebrew playon words 
based on Maimonides' Moreh Nevukhim [The GUIde for the Perpkxeù], and a 
biblical site 111 northern Israel. The second was Ketonet Passim [A Coat of Many 
Colours, LublIn: 1614]. See Shatzky, Haskalah 16. 

6.Haim Hillel Ben-Sasson. "Lithuania-The Structure and Trends of Its Cultur~," 
Encyclopedia Judaica Yearbook 1973 (Jerusalem: Ketcr, 1973), 121 and 125. Sœ 
also Chapter III below for a detailed é!nalysis. 

7.Delmedigo (= Delmedico) was known by his vocation, his Hebrew Imtiab, anù 
place of birth as YaSH"aR (Yoseph Shlomo Rofe) MI-Candia, that is of the I~land 
of Crete. His father was the rabbi of Crete, and the scion of a di~tingUlshed rabblnIc 
lineage. Levy, Planets 59. 

Delmedigo studied at the University of Padua, and lived in ~uch major 
European cities as Constantinople, Prague, Hamburg, and Frankfurt a M. He 
befriended prominent European scholars such as Galileo, whose a~tronomlcal 
thinking intluenced his own, Ari ibn Rahmadan, an Egyptian mathematician, and R. 
Leone Modena, the controversiaI Italian rabbi with whom he dlscussed Kabbalah. 
Delmedigo, moreover, befriended Karaites, who were more open to secular 
learning. 
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Delmedigo supported the astronomical innovations of Copernicus, Brahe, and 
Galileo against the classic teachings of Ptolemy, which he mastered. In addition, 
Delmedigo exalted Kepler as the greatest mathematician of the age. See Israel 
Halpern. Eastern European Jewry: Historical Studies [Hebrew] (Jerusalem: The 
Magnes Press, The Hebrew University, 1968), 388-393. 

S.The title alludes ta a name of a place cited in Exodus 15:27, where there were 
twelve wells and seventy date trees. 
Halpern, Eastern Europe 390, notes that the publication of Sefer Elim- Ma'ayan 
Ganim was sponsored by the prominent Dutch Jew and Hebrew publisher of 
Amsterdam, R. Menasseh Ben-Israel, during the time Delmedigo sojourned there. 
Several noted rabbis, incIuding Modena, Luzzatto, Saraval and Jacob Levi, affixed 
letters of approbation. 

9.See below, chapter III. 

ID.Raism, Haskalab 24, and Halpern, Eastern Europe 388-393. Delmedigo praised 
the economic and spiritual prosperity of these Jewish communities in the first half of 
the seventeenth century. 

I1.Most of them obtained their degrees in Western European centres of higher 
learning: German universities such as Frankfurt on the Oder and Koenigsberg, or 
ltalian ll1stltutlOns in Salerno and later in Padua. Eighty Jews obtained medical 
diplomas in Padua alone from 1517 ta 1617, and Many more Polish bom Jews did sa 
in the years to come. Since a large portion of them later indeed practised in Poland, 
the populace distingUlshed them as the "Padua physicians." See Leon Wulman, "A 
History of Jewish Physicians in Poland from Earliest Times ta World War Il,'' Louis 
Falstein. ed., The Martvrdom of Jewish Physicians in Poland. (New York: Medical 
Alliance-Association of Jewish Physicians from Poland, by Exposition Press, 1963), 
12-13 and 22. Other physicians came from Medical faculties in Amsterdam or 
Montpdier. 

12.They earned much respect, and established a tradition of dependable and erudite 
doctors. It is evident through the titles they were accorded, and the financial benefits 
that were bestowed upon them by the royal court or feudallords. Wulman, "Jewish 
Ph~'sicians" 13 and 25-39. 

13.Cohn's family resided in Safed, in the Upper Galilee. His grandfather, Eliezer 
Rofe (Dr. Lazar), was a famous physician in Cracow. Cohn's father, Moses of Narol. 
a scho!ar and a mathematician, was a rabbi in Metz who died when Cohn was nine 
years old. Cohn was then sent to relatives in Cracow. 
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14.Cohn and his friend Gabriel Felix of Brody, declded to stlldy medicine ahrnaù. 
They first went to Danzig, where they were tutored by a local Jewish doctor, Haylnl. 
Subsequently, they enroled, with the endorsement of the Prussian Pnnce Frcdcnck 
William, at the medical faculty in Frankfurt on the Oder, where Jews w~re allowed 
ta study since the mid-seventeenth cent ury. The antagonism of both the pmfe~~ors 
and the students, however, with their consistent efforts to convcrt thcm tn 
Christianity, forced bath Cohn and Gabriel ta leave. 

Instead, they went ta Padua, Italy ta complete their studics in earnest; Colm 
specialized in hygiene, under the instruction of Salomon Conehano. a Jcwlsh 
physician from Venice. Bath Cohn and Gabriel received their medical ùcgrcc!-. in 
1683. 

15.Later it c1aimed five more editions, and was reprinted !lcveral tlmes in the 
nineteenth century. 

16.The book focused on natural sciences such as astronomy, hotany. c()~mography, 
geography, human biology, meteorology, and magnetics. It was dlVidcd into four 
volumes in five parts, with two sections. The first dealt with questions of phllosophy 
and theology, the second was devoted to medicine, pharmacalogy, and obstctnc~. 

17.Wulman, "Jewish Physicians" 20-21. 

18.Cohn had great expertise in medicine, and was one of the flrst doctors to acccpt 
Harvey's theory of the circulation of the blood. His medical methodolo!:,'Y applIcd 
innovative techmques, and Cohn conducted pioneenng research m paediatncs and 
surgery. In addition, he rejected magical healing by laymen, and facilJtated the 
eradication of superstitIOns prevailing among Jews. And yet. Cohn wa!-. very much 
a medieval man m the field of cosmography. He dismlssed the hehoœntnc thcory 
of Copernicus because it contradicted certam biblic::ll account!l, anù cvcn 
unequivocally denounced him as "the first barn of Satan." 

19.He was barn in Mezrurech, Greater Poland, studied in Rome, amI practl!lcd ln 
Bonn, later in Kalisz. 

20.Both his books were published in Amsterdam. The first, in 1677, was Yerushas 
Moyshe [Moses' Heritage J. It contained a hundred and ten chapters. The ~econd, 
in 1679. was Yorum Moyshe [Let Moses ExaIt], contamed a hundred and thirty-nmc 
practical medical prescriptions. These works captured a wide rcadership, and famou~ 
Italian physicians awarded them letters of approbation. Their success mcrited more 
editions even thirty years Iater. Wulman, "Jewish Physlcmns" 22-23. 

21. Known by the Hebrew acronym HaGR"A, he was accepted as a paramount 
authority in the interpretation of Jewish religious Iaw, in recogmtIon of his va~t 
erudition, encyclopedic memory and charismatic persanality. 
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R. Elijah told his disciple, R. Barukh Schick of Shklov, that the study of 
sCÎenœs is crucia1. See David E. Fishman, liA Polish Rabbi Meets The Berlin 
Haskalah: The Case of R. Barukh Schick," AJS Review 13 (1987), 95-123. 

R. Elijah is famous for his denunciation of Hasidism and his guidance of its 
opposing movernent, the mitDagedim. He preferred the traditional pattern of 
leadership in Judaism, believing that true charisma inhered only in the Torah, not in 
its teachers, and that the popularization of mysticism was inherentJy dangerous 
because of the potentJaI for antinornianism. Stanislawski, Gordon 10. 

22.Etkes, GaoD, CXCII-CCXVII. As the distinction in the tide hetween image and 
reality suggest5, Etkes concJudes that describing R. Elijah as a forerunner of the 
Haskalah 15 exaggerated and anachronistic. R. Elijah's attitude toward science, 
however, faclhtated further studies of secular subjects by several of his disciples, su ch 
as Barukh Schick of Shklov (see below). 

23.See below. 

24.The excerpt is from Fishman, Schick 95-96, translated and quoted from Schick's 
Uklides (The Hague: 1780), introduction (unpaginated). 

25.Ben-Sasson, Lithuania 126. 

26.Ben-Sasson, Lithuania 120-34. 

27.Zipperstein, Haskalah 191. 
The curriculum of these institutions was based on a rigid interpretation of the Jewish 
law. These Yeshivoth were instrumental in fighting the hasidic gains made in 
ncighbouring Poland. 

The leadership of non-hasidic Jewry was vouchsafed ta the disciples of the 
Gaon. !luch as Rabbi Hayim ben Isaac of Volozh .. (1749-1821), and theyattempted 
to tran!llate their master's teachings into a ped, ~ogic theory that was supposed ta 
le ad not only ta VlrtuosO scholarship, but also to I.dcreased spirituality and heightened 
awe of the divine. Sec Stanislawski, Gordon 10-11. 

Later. the conservative Musar movement, founded by the Lithuanian Rabbi, 
Israel Llpkin Salanter (1810-1883), was able ta incorporate mitnagedic and hasidic 
elements by stressing Torah study alongside preaching ethicaI conduct based on 
Halakhah. Sec Ehud Luz, Parallels Meet: Religion and Nationalism in the Early 
Zionist Movement (lR82-1904). Translated from the Hebrew by Lenn J. Schramm. 
(Philadelphia et. al: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1988), Il. See 
bclow. chapter III, for the career of Yom Tov Lipman - Lipkin's son and Slonimski's 
student. 

28.For a detailed analysis of the pro cess, see: Owen Chadwick. The Secularization of 
the European Mind in the ~ineteenth Century. (Cambridge: University Press, 1975) . 
This study offers an insight into the foundations or the philosophical and social causes 
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of secularization as of the mid-seventeenth century, as weIl as into the consequcncc~ 
in the twentieth century. 

29.Poland awarded the first diploma for a IneaIl)' trained medieal doctor in 1727. 
Wulman, "Jewish Physicians" 9. 

30.See Shalom Spiegel, Hebrew Rehorn (New York: MacmiJan, 1930). A major 
contributor to this project was Mendele Mokher Sefonm, see helow. 

31. The Baskalah in Zamose beneflted from the Austrian occupation at the tlmc of 
the Third Polish Partition, 1795, until the city passed mto Tsarist Ru~~mn hamb lT1 

1809. This city was the birthplace of the renowned Yiddish and Hebrew wnter I.L. 
Peretz (1851-1915), who discussed the impact of the Haskalah on hi~ hornc-town lT1 

his memoir, Meyne zikhroynes. See Yehudah Aryeh Klausner, "Zamo~L. the Cuy of 
I.L. Peretzl! [Hebrew] Heawar 9 (1962), 98-117. 

32.1n Talmudlc and Rabbinic literature, ni.ln..Y.! refer~ to a sharp dlalcctlc u~ed 
partieularly by Talmudists In Poland sm ce the slxteenth century. 

33.Aaron Gumperz (Berlin, 1723-Hamburg, 1769), was the flrst Pru~slan kw ln 
obtain a medical degree. The degree was granted in 1751 notWl1h~landlllg the 
opposition of the University of Frankfurt on the Oder. Dunng hi~ prolongcd HCtlVlty 
in Berlin, he befriended Lessing, and later introduced }llm to Mose~ ~cm.lcb~(Jhn, 
thus fostering an exemplary friendship in the history of the European Enhghtcnment. 

34.Later Mendelssohn introduced R. Israel to man)' dIstingmshed non-JewIsh !>ch()lar~, 
notably Lessing and Friedrich Nicolai, bath of whom prai~ed hb erudJtlon. 

35.R. Israel was a versatile and prolific Hebrew writer. He authored ~choJarly h()()k~ 
analyzing medieval Jewish works and personalities. HIs commentary on Scfcr Ru'ah 
[The Book of Spirit], attributed to Judah Ibn Tibon, focused on the phJlmophlca) 
terms and foreign words in Maimonides' "Guide for the Perplexed" (Je~~mtz, 1744). 
Several of his works were published posthumously: Nezer ha-Demah [The Crown of 
Tears], was a didactic work in poetic prose against immoral conduct, and emhodlc~ 
an implicit criticism of hasidic ideology. It was publü,hed in Dherrfurth: 1773, and 
Lyck: 1862. Otsar Nehmad [A Cordial Treasure], was a commentary on JUÙith 
Halevy's Kuzari, (Vienna: 1790). Tuv ha-Levanon [The Wealth of the Lchanon] wa~ 
a commentary on Bahya Ibn Pakuda's Hovat ha-Levavot [The Duty (Jf the 1 kart~ J. 
Other articles on astronomyand natural sciences were left In manu~cnpt. Theyabo 
highlighted scholars such as Delmedigo (see above), and haac ben Jmeph hraelJ (sec 
below). 

36.For an analysis of Brody's development see Mahler, Hasldi!lm, 32-3. 
" ! 
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37.His fathcr, a respected Talmudist and halakhic authority, served as the communal 
rabbi in Shklov for twenty years. Schick's maternaI uncle was the distinguished 
halakhist, R. Aryeh Leyb Gunzburg, widely known for his authoritative work as the 
Sha'agat Aryeh [The Lion's Roar]. 

38.For the definitive analysis of his career see Fishman, Schick 95-123. 

39.The first, Amude ha-Shamayim-Tjferet Adam, [Pillars of Heaven-The Glory of 
Adam; Adam also represents humanity] was devoted to a3tronomy, human anatomy, 
physiolob'Y, and hygiene. The second, Yesod Olam [Foundation of the Universel, 
discussed astronomy and utilized a 1310 medieval c!assic of the same name authored 
by Isaac ben Joseph Israeli, a Spanish Jew and astronomer in the first half of the 
fourteenth century. It dealt with geometrical problerns of the earth in the Ptolemaic 
system, the seasons of the year, and astronomical caIculations. This book was 
republished many times and widely translated. Tt was used by Slonimski in bis own 
scholarshlp (see below, chapter III). 

40.Fishman, Schick 113, lists them. Schick, moreover, is famous for his Hebrew 
translation of Euclid's Elements, The Hague: 1780. In the introduction he quoted 
remarks he heard from R. Elijah, the Gaon of Vilna, in support of the study of 
science. See Fishman, Schick 95-96. Regarding R. Elijah and his remarks see abave, 
chapter 1 and below, chapter III. 

41.Fi~hman, Sdllc k 120-1. 

42.Chone Shmeruk. Yiddish Literature in Poland; Historical Studies and PerspectIves 
[Hebrew]. (Jerusalem: The Magnes Press, The Hebrew University, 1981), 164-203. 
Shmeruk refutes Marcuse's claim that he came from Central Europe, and exposes the 
attempt to disguise his authentic background. 

43.Marcuse's mentor was R. Raphael Ha-Cohen of Hamburg, an Orthodox rabbi, 
who strongly opposed the Haskalah movement, and advised Marcuse to write his 
book in Yiddish, rather than Hebrew. He held rabbinic positions in the Polish cities 
of Pinsk and Posen. Ha-Cohen and other rabbis of Volhynia affixed letters of 
approbation to Marcuse's major work. 

44.Shmeruk, Yiddish 186. 

45.Like Mendelssohn, Herz was the son of a poor Torah scribe. He was destined for 
a mercantile career, and at the age of fifteen he moved to Koenigsberg, working as 
a clerk. Four years later, he attended lectures by Immanuel Kant at the local 
universIty. It was the beginning of a close friendship. Kant later chose Herz as his 
dissertation "advocat," they corresponded intensively for many years, and their 
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dialogue was pivotaI for the evolution and understanding of Kant's views, in hls 17Hl 
book "Critique of Pure Reason." 

In 1766, Herz had to discontinue his studies, for want of menns, and thereupon 
became secretary to the wealthy merchant Ephraim, with whom he travelled in the 
Baltic provinces. In 1770, Herz returned to Berlin, where he Joined M~ :!dclssohn '!-. 
cirde, and befriended Lessing. Herz completed his medlcal studles at Halle, in 1774, 
supported by David Friedlander. Later that year, he was appomtcd physlcian at the 
Jewish hospital in Berlin, quickly establishing a reputation for professional cxcellcl1cc. 

In 1777, Herz commenced to deliver public lectures on philosophy and 
experimental physics. He instructed many students and prominent personalitlcs of 
Berlin, among whom was the royal family of Prussia, and the future Fredcnck 
William III. In 1787, the king conferred the title of Professor on Herz, and awardcd 
him with financial benefits. 

46.See below, chapter III, for its effect on the prominent German scientlst, who was 
Slonimksi's friend, Humboldt. 

47.He was a descendant of the leading sixteenth century Ashkenazl rabbi me authonty, 
R. Mordecai Jaffe, who studied astronomy and mathematics bcfore occupying the 
rabbinate of Grodno. 

48.He held rabbinic positions in Bodzanow, Szcbreszyn. Plock and LIssa (Lc~zn()). 

49.Isaiah Trunk "Yude leyb margolyes," in Saul Goodman'~ Amcrikaner Yiùdl~hcr 
Kibhutz in Profile [Yiddish] (New York: 1988), 339-347. 

50.Trunk, "margolyes" 344-5. 

51.Jehudah David Eisenstein, Jewish Encyclopcdia, vol. viti, 329. 

52.His most important book, was Or Olam AI Hokhmat Ha-Teva [Light ot the World 
- on Science, Frankfurt on the Oder, 1777]. The main pomt ot thl~ work, wa~ the 
taxonomy of the "Wisdoms" into sciences, mathematics, physlcs, and metaphy~lc~. 
The art of leading men was divided into politics, economlCS and ethic~. Thl~ book 
was enthusiastically praised by several Russian and Polish rabbis. 

53.During his spiritual and intellectual quest, Maimon travelled ta Slonim. Slomm~kl'~ 
ancestral home-town. See below, chapter III. 

54.1ts critical study, as of 1780, especially the concepts of "Substance," the "ObJectIve" 
versus the "Subjective," and "Consciousness," was ta farm the ba~is of hlS lifework. 
Maimon's major work Versucb uber die TranscendentalpbiJosopbie [German: A 
Study Of Transcendtal Philosophy, 1790], was accIaimed by Immanuel Kant, who 
remarked that Maimon alone of aIl his crities had mastered the true meanmg of hl~ 
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philosophy. This book also directed the path of most subsequent scholarship on the 
subject. 

55. His parents were from Vilna, and he was born in Lvov, during their journey to 
Buczacz, Galicia. 

56.Shlomo Nash, "Noah H. Rosenblum: A Moderate and Original Observer of 
Literature and PhIlosophy [Hebrew] Hadoar, [New York: vol. LXVII Il, No. 20 
(2961), April 1990],26-28. Rosenblum suggests that Sefer ha-Brith was an important 
and informative work, but the author was very concerned to win the reader as a 
buyer of the book. Bence, its contents and ideas had to appeal to the wide:st 
readership possible. Rosenblum argues that Hurwitz's denial of proficiency in any 
European language was unfounded and suspects it was a precautionary measure 
again~t the traditlOnalists' fear of external influences. Rosenblum, moreover, 
maintains that HurwItz's attentIon to Kabbalah (see below), and his claim that he 
originally wrote the manuscript in Yiddish, were in accordance with this strategy. In 
those proto-maskilic days. the Kabbalah did not negate scienufic research, and was 
highly popular. 

57.Hurwitz published it anonymously, in two parts, Bruenn: 1797. Many more 
editions were pubhshed throughout the nineteenth century in cities such as Lvov. 
Vilna ami Warsaw. Sec Getzd Kressel, Cyclopedia of Modern Hebrew Literature 
[Hebrew]. 2 vols. (MerhavIa, Israel: Sifriat Poalim, 1967), vol. i, 589. An addendum 
to the exhau~tIve revlew of the book lists mneteen edaions available in Israd's 
National Library. 

58,HUT\VItz'S professed intention was to focus on the second part of the volume, 
discu~smg metaphyslcal Issues, such as Kabbalah, based on Hayim Vital's views and 
philmophy, utihzmg Kantlan ideas. The most popular and practlcal part of the book, 
however, wa~ its first section, an mtroduction to the sciences, through an anthology 
that presented disclplmes such as astronomy, physics, hydrology, geology, geography, 
mmeralogy, botany, zoology, physiology, human anatomy, and psychology. 

59.1n hIS Toledot ba-Aretz [The Chronology of the Earth, Warsaw: 1841], a 
pioneenng three-part natural history, Schonhak endeavoured to create a taxonomy 
of the natural worId, and to elucidate the scientific terms in comprehensible Hebrew. 
The data was classified in three categories: animal, vegetable and mineraI. A full 
characterizauon of the abject and its habitat was provided. Finally, citations were 
provided for aIl items mentioned in the Bible, the Talmud, and in midrashic 
literature. 

Schonhak's proficiency in ancient Hebrew literature produced anather major 
work: Ha-Masbbir. or Arukh ha-Hadash, Warsaw, 1858. It was an Aramaic-Gerrnan 
rabbimcal dictionary, based on Nathan ben lehiel's Arukh. His Sefer ha-MilluiDl or 
Ha-Mashbir ha-Hadasb [The Book of Additions or The New Supply, Warsaw, 1869], 
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was an addition to his studies in that field, Kressel, Cyclopedia, vol. il, 923, anù 
Klausner, History. vol. iv, 133, and 467. 

60.Neither Encyclopedia Hehraica nor EnLyc\opedia ludaica found him worth)' of an 
entry. 

61.Klausner, History, vol. iv, Section 8: "The Sciences in Hebrew," identifies the IlIlk 
between Schonhak, Slonimski and Mendele. For Mendele's career see Klausller. 
History, vol. vi, 315-475, Patterson, Novella 4-5. 

62.Known in Russian as Belostok. 

63.Historic Lithuania (which corresponded with the Jewish concept of Lithuania). W:l!l 
co-extensive with the Grand Duchy of Lithuama, [Magnum Ducatm, Llthuamae 1. a 
territory which eneompassed ethnie Lithuania, north-eastern Poland, Byeloru~~t:l, and 
parts of the nonhern Ukraine. 

64.Hershberg, Bialystok, vol. i, 13, which Is the basls for this ~Ul'Vey. 

65.In the legal terminology this aet is known as the granting of the Magdeburg Rlght~. 

66.Previously Bialystok was subJugated to the Junsùlctlon ot the Jewl~h cornrnunlty 
of Tikun (The cornmon Jewish narne; the Rus~Ian i~, Tykot~yn; the PDlt~h I~ TykoclfI). 
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Chapter III 

The Early Life and Work of Hayim Zelig Slonimski 

A. Slonimski's Formative Period: lR10-1R34 

In addition ta his immediate raots in Bialystok, Hayim Zelig Sionim~kl was grcatly 

affected by the heritage of his family. As the name denotes, the SI()nil11~kt f:l/llIly 

came from Slonim, in the vicinity of Bialystok. t The Haskalab mOVCI11l'nt made 

headway in Slonim in the last quarter of the eighteenth century, mitlated hy R. 

Shimshon ben Mordekhai (ca.1734-1794). Getzel Kft!ssel, the foremost IexlI.:ographer 

of Hebrew litcrature, praised R. Shimshon for betng the mnst prominent proto­

maskil in eighteenth century Eastern Europe.2 

R. Shimshon combined knowledge in classical Jewi!lh sources wlth an 

abundance of scientific know1t:dge. He was greatly affected by the tcachmg~ of the 

Gaun of Vilna,3 and his outlook was slmilar to that ot hi~ clŒlc frIent!, R. Barukh 

Schick of Shklov.4 Schick wa~ sent to hlm by the Gaon for the approval ot hl!'. 

translation of Euclid. 

R. Shlmshon served as the local rabbi between 1769-1791, ~llpr()rted by the 

manorial overlord. PrInce Michael Kazlmierz Ugm~kI. Ug1l1!lki actlvely prolTIoted 

Europeanization ta encourage enlightened Polish culture.5 R. ShtlTI!)hon had a 

strong cohort of disciples.6 He al~() acqUired a remarkable collectIOn nt book!l on 

scientific and Jewish subJects, promptmg a visit by Suloml,Jn Maimon.7 

This era in which the Enlightenment thrived was short-Ilved due tu Tsamt 

oppression in the first de cades of the nineteenth cemury.8 Nonethele~s, Hayim Zellg 

Slonimski's grandfather, R. Benjamin Bishke, who was born ln SlomlTI, jomed thl!l 

circle. His interests conditioned the attitude of the SloOlmski famlly tn the ~clenCl!~Y 

R. Benjamin Bishke's son, Hayim Zelig Slonim~ki's father, Jacob, was born Ul 

Slonim. He married into the family of an affluent scholar and communal leader Ul 

Bialystok, Yekhiel Nekhes. Jacob, however, maintained cJo!le tamlly ties and 

commercial contacts with his hometown. He was buried in the old cemctcry of 
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Bialystok between two rabbis, which, In a traditional community, indicates his 

rcspectcd status. 1O 

Hayim Zelig Slonimski, also known by his Hebrew acronym HaZaS,l1 the 

eJdc~t of four children, thrce sons and a daughter, was barn in Bialystok on Mareh 

3l, IHlO, 25 Adar Sheni 5570 according ta the Jewish calendar.12 The second son, 

Abraham, became a textile manufacturer and the third, Jonah, sold glass. Very little 

is known of the daughter, Simke.13 

Slonimski earned the coveted title of IlIui, reserved from Talmudic times ~LJr 

child prodigie~, thanks ta his intellect. 14 Nissenbaum, comments that 

AJready as a chIld, Slommski was ceJebrated for his outstanding abiIity, diligent 
intellect, lucid understanding, and desire to learn. 15 

At that time Slonim~ki concentrated on studying the traditional Jewish sources. 

Nissenbaurn stresses that already at an early age 

Slommski had a ~pecial inclination for various 'calculations' ... was attracted to them, 
and he imrncrsed himself in their details and gained the reputatlon of a 'Master of 
Mathematlcs: 16 

Slommskl ~tudied independently at his maternaI grandfather's house of study, 

cornmonly known as "Yey. . .l1id ~ekhes' Beit-Midrash.,,17 This "renowned institution" 

cducated several di~tmgulshed figures. 18 Hershberg remarks that YekhieJ Nekhes 

impartcd tn hl~ grandson talent and knowledge in mathematics. rather than rabbimc 

erudItlOn. 1<J Thus. the impact of his paternal and maternai grandfathers was 

instrumental in directing Hayim Zelig Slonimski's career. 

Sionim~ki married his first wife when he was eighteen, In 1828. His wedding 

came at a relatively late date in the eyes of traditional society, where a male of his 

standmg was usually married off in his early teens. Slonimski's beJated marriagt:: may 

he due to hlS devotion to his studies and his high social status. The sources are 

conspicuously silent on this marital union - even his \\~fe's na me is unknown. 

Slonimskl divorced her in 1842. He married Sarah Stern shartly afterwards.20 

As was customary at the time, the young couple received room and board for 

three years with the bride's parents in the town of Zabludow.21 There Slonimski 
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met and befriended Yekhiel MikhI Zabludowski (1804~1874), who Iater exerted a 

tremendous influence en Slo'limski during the lattcr's formative penot!. 

Zabludowski was barn into a renowned family of scholar~ anù manllfacturcr~ 

who had a sub!ltantial share of the textile ind WItry in ZahltH.Iow.22 He establi~hed 

an independent pharmaceutical business for himself, which remtorced hl~ awan:nc~~ 

of the importance of science and current sCÎentific re~earch. HIs tluency 111 German 

proved very useful to his scholarly pursuits. In tum, Zahllldu\'.'~kl tran~nllttcù lm, Vil~t 

knowledge to Slonimski. 

Y. M. Zahludowski's influence is attested to by Eliezer Halhcr~htarn, a relative 

and a fellow maskil, 23 who viewed him as the embodiment of "1"11th. wl!'ldlllll and 

a gentle soul.,,24 As one of the early maskilim, Zah!udllw~kl contnhuted 

philological studies of Talmudic texts ta prestigious Hebrew penodicab ~lIch a~ lIa­

Kannel and Ha-Maggid,25 later becoming a leading membcr of the group thal 

founded the largest and the wealthiest Beit Midrash in Bialystok In 1~62.26 

Zabludowski tricd to prove the rationality of the Talmud. H~ applIcd lm 

proficlency In both Latin and German in the course of his rC!learch, though he \.\-role 

in Hebrew. In Ruah Hayim [Spirit of Life] and Mey l\Iikh~lI [Wllter~ 01 the 

Stream),27 he annotated ob~cure pa~sages in the Midrash Rabbah.2X 
111 adlhwJI1, 

Zabludowski published Mishan Mayim [Water Supply]. ln the~e ~tuuIC~. hl' 

explained various legends in the Talmud and Midrashim. notably tho~e pre~ented lf1 

the Pas~over Haggadah. 

Zabludowski'~ instru::tion helped Slonimski to b~come proliclent ln 

German.29 Slonim~ki received Hebrew and German books from him. The~e work~ 

were hidden in "Yekhiel Nekhes' Beit-Midrash." Slonim~ki read the~e tracb 

voraciously. He spent long nights immerllIng himself in secu]ar studie!>. fucu~lflg on 

physics. mathemaucs. and chemistry, and concentrating on calculatmg the appearance 

of the new moon. 

Slonimski gradually lost interest in a rabbinic career dunng hl~ three year 

residence at the home of hiS in-Iaws, as he embraced the princlples of the lIaskalah 

movement. He did not, however, forsake the observance of Judaillm. He continucd 
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to study c1assic Jewish works, but his focus shifted ta acquiring scientific knowledge. 

Slunjm~kl's initial source was outdated medievaJ Hebrew literature. Later his scope 

of intere~t and actual readmgs expanded into modern German scholarship.30 

Among the Hebrew works that Slonimski mastered were: Joseph Salomon 

Ddrnedigo\ Sefer Elim: ~Ia'ayan Ganim [The Book of Ehm: Fountain of Gardens, 

Am~terdam, 1628-1629], a volume that focused on mathematics and astronomy;31 

R. Eliyahu Henes' Shvile de-Rakia, [The Paths of Heaven]; Raphael Hannover's 

Tekhooat ha-Shamaim [Astronomy]; Maimonides' study of the sanctification of the 

ncw moon and the caIculation of ilS appcarance; R. Shimeon Waltsch's Neveh 

Kndcsh [Spnng of Holiness]; Isaac Israeli's Yesod Olam [The Foundation of the 

UmverseJ.32 

Sionimski was able ta impre!ls foreign scholars early in his career, thanks to 

hls vast knowledge. His grandsons, Antoni and Nicolas, report an anecdote 

highlightmg the extent of his competence.33 A German astronomical expedition, 

assigned tn observe a solar eclipse in Bialystok or Zabludow around September 1828, 

wa~ amazed by Sionim!-.kt's knowledge of the German language and scientific 

re~carch. Antom Sionimski substantiated thls st ory with circumstantial evidence.34 

When the three year kest at hls in-Iaws' home elapsed. Slommskl returned to 

Bmlystok. I-lis brother Jonah employed him at his glass-cutting company. During his 

spare ume Siommski read every n'.!w book that came into his hand!-..35 When the 

factnry cluse d, Slomm~ki resettled in Zabludow and opened a grocery store. His wife 

operated the business, while he devoted himself completely ta Talmudic studies 

dunng the day and scientific pursuits at night. He travelled often, visiting his family 

in Bialystok and other cities in the region, the most important of which were Vilna 

and Koenigsberg . 
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Vilna was the celebrated "Jerusalem of Lithuania." It hall. by that tlllle, 

become a commercial center, and the Jews, who were more than a third ot II~ 

population, were strongly represented in the growing middlc-c1a~!., although tl1ey weIl' 

restricted to certain quarters of the city. To many among the emerglllg Jcwl~h 

bourgeoisie, joining the Haskalab movement was a means of tntegratlon JIltn the 

modern urban society which was developing.36 

The legacy of the Gaon of Vilna, R. Elijah, and the cirde of early maskilim 

in the 1830s and 1840s, facilitated the formation of a hospitable envlronmcnt lor 

Slonimski's pursuit.37 The Romm Press, which had a virtual monopoly in Llthuallia 

until 1862 due to Tsanst restrictions on the printmg of Hebrew and YlÙÙI~h worb. 

wou Id later publish his first books.38 

Koemgsberg, Ea~t Pru~~la\ capItal. was di~tinguI~heù lor lt~ acaLlcll1lc 

tradition. highlighted by Kant\ carcer. Furthermore. Koemg~bcrg\ pol!tlcal and 

cultural cunnectJon with Berlin. and its geographical proxlmlty and ~trong tr;lde 

connections ta Lithuania. expeùlted the establishment of a hranch of the lIasknlah 

movement there. ThIs headway rn~plred the pioneer Haskalah lkhrew PC[l()ulcal, 

Ha-Meassef [The Collector]. at the end of the eighteenth cemury.'VI Koenlg~bcrg 

was probably the first foreign metropolitan centre Slonimski vbltcù. In lX3H, ~evcral 

noted scholars from this city intervened on his behalf in War~aw.4() 

In Bialystok Slonimski quickly acqUlred the ambiguous reputatlon ot herng a 

maskil. However, a growrng number of Jews favoured hls path. apll1audmg hl~ 

breadth of knowledge in areas previously relatively neglected by Ea~tern European 
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Jewish scholar~, and he was weil respeeted. Severa] members of his wife's family did 

complain about his concentration on the so-called "vanities," and sorne traditionalists 

opposed his moderately eritical modern doctrines. The eIders of the local Beit-

Midrash, for example, challenged his claim that the earth revolves around the sun 

anu not vice versa. Naturally, thanks to his superior rhetoric, Slonimski emerged as 

the c1e~.lf victor.41 Such debates endeared Sionimski to a waxing segment of the 

Hehrew readership. Indeed, he was highly motivated, a successful tutor, and, in 

accordance with the pedagogie strategy of the Haskalah to i'Tlbue selentific works 

with modern ideolo!,YJ', Sionimski opted to publish articulate and original scientific 

studies at an early age. Imtially, he wrote books and articles, and later published his 

own periodlcal, Ha.Tsefirah .... 2 

Judah DaVid Ebenstein, a eontemporary Yeshiva student in Miedzyrzec 

(Mcznt~h, in the nelghbouring reglOn of Podla!lia), and th us a representatlve of 

Sl()mm~kïs intended alll.hence, celebrated Sionimski's pedagogicskills, and mentioned 

thrce outstandmg students: 

Among the scholars who owe their eminence to hl~ tuition are Professor Herman 
Shuplr[a], ot Heldt"lberg. and Professor Llpkin, of Kiev. He also gathered followers 
and m~plred imitators of his method and style. Perhaps the best example was 
Rabmo[vJ![ch]. in hls \\ork, Ha·Menuhah Ve·ha-Tenuah [Rest and Motion], on 
physü.:s and mechamsm (St. Petersburg: 1867).43 

Herman (Tsvi Hirsch) Shapira (1840-1898), was one of the first leaders of 

Hibbat Zion und politieal Zionism, the originator of the ide as of the Jewish National 

Fund and the Hebrew Cniversity. Born in Lithuania. he showed outstanding ability 

from early childhood. He served as a rabbi and Rosh Yeshiva ln a Lithu" .• l m shtetl. 

Shaplfll bcgan ~cientific and linguistic studies in Kovno in 1866 and moved to Berlin 

in arder ta pursue them. He was torced to return to Russia due ta lack of means. 
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He engaged in commerce in Odessa and other citle~ and earned enough tn fullJlllls 

dream -he returned ta study mathematlcs at the University of Heidelberg <Iml 

achieved academic acclaim in the fie\d.4.t Shapml received the tltle ot a~~{ )l'Iatl' 

professor of higher mathematician at Heidelberg in 1877. After the RU~~lan 1)()~rUlm 

of 1881 Shapira founded the Hibbat Zion movement and even enVl~IDneù the rcvlval 

of Hebrew as a spoken language. Herman Shapira became an enthllsla~tic SUppllrtl'r 

of Herzl's new political Zionism and partlcipated in the Flr~t \Vorld Zl()m~t Cnngrl'~~ 

in 1897. In his later years he adopted a religlous philm.ophy and way 01 ltfc . .t5 

Yom Tov Lipman Lipkin (1845-1875), was a Ru~sJan mathematlclan and the ~0I1I)1 

the founder of the Musar movement, R. Israel (Salanter) Llpklll . .t6 He began :1\ 

an autodidact in higher mathematics and went on ta study at Gt'rman 1I11Iver!'>ltlc~ 

receiving a Ph.D. from the University of Jena in 1870. He devcloped a mcchalllcai 

device for changmg linear motion into circular motion and hiS CinematlC ~ystem wa~ 

inc1uded in many Russian and foreign textbooks. 

Yehudah Leib (Leon) Rabmovlch (1862-1937) was a Hehrew wntcr, cdl1m, 

and physicist known by hls Hcbrcw pen name Ish Yehudi. He ~tudicd medH':lJ1e and 

physics and in 1887 he began to publish popular artIcles on ~Clenœ and rdatcd 1!'>~lIe~ 

in Ha-Me lits and Knesset Yisroel:l7 ln IH90 he won a gold medal at the Pam 

Exhibition for hlS inventions. 

Most of Sionimski's teachings mmed at widenmg the hOrIzons ot traditlOnal 

Jews by imparting ta them basic concepts about nature and mathematic~. 1 IL: 

cornbined the mentality of the traditional world with modern knowIedge ma pllpular. 

easy to understand language. Eisenstein allserterJ that 

His principal aim was ta reach the class of Jews who kncw no other language than 
Hebrew, and ta get as many readers as passible.4S 

Eisenstein further maintained that Slonimskt's 

strict conservatism in religious matters, gained for hl~ teachmg~ tht: lmpltclt 
confidence of his readers, and enabled him to overcome the prevmlmg apprehen~lOn 
that reli~ious principles were in danger of being sacnticed in the mtere~t 01 
science.4 
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Sionimski was not interested in creating literature or composing poetry. The 

noted Hebrew writer David Frjschman, recalling his personal encounter with him, 

observed that "One cannat conceivc of a greater contradiction than Slonimski and 

poctry."SO 

Later retlcctions by Nahum Sokolov, Slonim~ki's protegè, provide further 

insight into Slonirnski's personality and professional capabihty. Sokolov's recollection 

of Siommski is probably the best first-hand account ofSlonimski's attnbutes, although 

Sokolov could not have been objective. 

Sokolov admircd Slonimski as a persan and as a mentor, for his umque 

brillJance, intellect, thirst for knowledge, the wealth of information which Slonimski 

pos~c~sed, and the breadth of his interest. Appraising Slonimski's devotion to his 

stUdlCS, Sokolov stressed his outstanding sincerity, deep concern for accuracy and 

detail, and the scope of his successful, widely read publications. Sokolov also valued 

SI(}nim~ki's evident power of integrating research.51 

Zinbcrg opmcd that Slonimskl's personal attributes and moral persuasion, 

wcrc suhJcctcd to hls goal, 

tn di~~eminatc as much 'knowledge of nature' as possible, in the narrow alleys of the 
Jcwlsh 'palc', In regard to this matter, the coId, intellectual mathematician and 
astronorncr. becarnc a fervent enthusiast. He was deeply persuaded. that only the 
natural ~clcncc!:.. onl)' p()~lt1ve technical knowledge, could bring redemption, tear Jew~ 
out of the congealed 'four cu bits' in which thcy have becn fixated for sa many 
gcncratlom. ami arou~e their interest In the free European world with its marvellous 
inventions and unmense technolof,'Y.52 



B. Sionimski's Early Career: (1834-1862) 

Hayim Zelig Slonimski began publishing books in 1834. HI~ wmks playcd an 

important role in the dissemination and devclopment of the I-Iaskalah movemcnt lfl 

Eastern Europe. Since they treated the sciences, rather than current polttlcal ant.! 

social issues, they were weIl received even by the T~arist ce mors. 

Abraham Uri Kovner (1842-1909) was a radical maskH. a Hebrcw wnter ant.! 

pioneer of modern Hebrew literary criticism. In contrast to hl~ aœrhlc Crltlquc ot the 

prevalent elitist approach of many maskilim, their obse~sion with tlowcry hlhllcd 

language and their tendency to futIle polemlcs, he extolled SIomm~ki\ vantage pOint 

and commitment ta the masses: 

Slonimski should be praised because as a well~known mventor he ~tlll hall lImc ln 
devote his talents to bring to the Hebrew-reading publIc ~clentlfJc mformatlon wflttcn 
simply and clearly.53 

Furthermore, as Paperna analyzed. Slonim~kl vlvidly demon~tratcd the leaJll1g 

roie Heorew could assume in the advancement of modern sClcntthc knowlct.!ge among 

Jews through hls concise and exact writing style.54 

Slommskt's first book was pnnted by the promment Romm publl~hll1g hlJll~e 

of Vilna and Grodno.55 Slonimski failt!d to ral~e sutticlent meam to pnnt the 

comprehensive mathematics treatise WhlCh he completed ln 1 X33. N()nethele~~. he 

was ablt! to publi~h a part of thb manU~cflpt a~ hl~ tir~t Hehrew bo()k. :\Imdc 

Hokhmab [Foundations of Wisdom].56 As was commun then. phIÎ<lnthmpl!>t!-. allt.! 

rabbis played a cruCIal role in the publIcation proce~s. Moy~he R()~enthal. an aftlucnt 

maskil entrepreneur from Vilna. furnished Slomm~kl with finam:ml support tor the 

printing expenses.57 Being a prudent maskil, secunng the approval ot I/1tlucntlaJ 

Jewish religious leaders was vital for Slommski's long-term goab. " ... smce hl~ head wa!\ 

mostly occupied wnh earthly matters."S8 

Slonimskt wanted ta assure the traditionaI Jewish reader~hip that a ~ClcntJtIC 

work in Hebrew did not pose a challenge to the tradnional concept ot Torah ~tudy 

but could be incorporated in it. Thus, Sionimski requested and œceived a laudatory 
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introduction by Gne of Vilna's eminent rabbis and a leading mitnaged of the time, R. 

Abraham Abele Den Abraham Solomon Po~voler, who was known for his willingness 

to grant letters of approbation even to maskiIim who wrote controversial works. 

Powoler u~ed ~uperlatlves in the Aramaic language ta applaud the superior quality 

of SJomm~kl'~ sch()Jar~hip and continues in Hebrew by celebrating his wisdom and 

under~t(!nding of science.59 

Slolllm~kl reports an interesting anecdote regarding his encounter with 

PO~V()Ier. It illummate~ the thirst of sorne traditional leaders for secular knowledge, 

and b~ar~ wltness to Posvoler's admiration for Sionimski's achlevements. Sionimski 

went to Vilna speclfically ta request Posvoler's approval, and after having stayed at 

the Beit Midrash fr}f a week, 

he round that those who came to be examined for [rabbinic] ordination received their 
award wlthout delay, whlle he was put off from week ta week. III at ease, Sionimski 
approached the venerable rabbi and demanded an explanation: 'Vou grant a semikah 
(rabblm~al diploma) so readily, why do you seem 50 reluctant when a mere 
haskamah (approbation) is the matter at issue'?' To his surprise the reason given was 
that the rabbi enJoyed hl~ !lclentific debates so rnuch, that he would not willingly part 
wlth the young author.60 

Slnl1lm~kl uulized the early scienufic knowledge he acqUIred from his intensive 

readmg ot mt!dleval and early modern Hebrew sources.61 In hls introduction to 

l\1osde Hokhmah. howt.'ver. Sionimski points out that these \\'ere generally outd(Jted 

and Imutficient and stressed the significanœ of contemporary German research. 

Thu~. he contnbuted 10 broademng and modernizmg the sClentlfic studies ot eaIIier 

Jewish authontle~.62 Slomrnski produced a treatise on the princip les of 

mathematic~ and im:orporated a fair amount of algebra. Bemg an autodidact 

hlm~e1f. he wa!! clearly mming to encourage and enable self-teaching by keen, avid 

students.63 

ln the following year. 1835, the whole civilized world awaited Halley's Cornet. 

l'his extraordinary celestial phenomenon used to cast terror upon the in habitants of 

carth throughout human hbtory - many perceived the cornet as an ominous sign, a 

harbinger of bloody, unfonunate events.64 



The English astronomer, Halley, Newton's di~cipIe, ~cientll1cal1y calculatcd II~ 

path, and firmly established the comet's seventy-five year cJhptlc cour~e. A~ th~ 

newspapers wrote much about the comet's expected appearanœ, howcn'I, 

apocalyptic speculations developed and rumours were rampant in the kWI~h ~tr~el:-. 

and even in the study-houses.65 

Encouraged by the success of hlS tJrst book and com:erm:d wlth t:xpre~~illn~ 

of primitive irrationality among Jews, Slonlm~ki was prompted 10 pt:n a popular wur~ 

on astronomy. Kovner states that his aim wa~ 10 uproot any ~uper~tltlon~ prevalt:nl 

among traditional Jews.66 

Llke Mosde Hokhmah, Kokhva de-Shavit - the Talmudlc term tor comet - wa~ 

pubhshed in VIlna. The printing was funded by Sionim~kl\ c1ll~e fnend Abraham 

Zackheim.67 Sionim~ki acquainted the reader with a synop~ls of the hl~tory and the 

progress in scientific research in modern astronomy, foeu~mg on KepJcr\ theory and 

Newton's laws. The study focused particularly on the structure of comet" and 

planets.68 

In the mtroduction. Slommski mdH.:atc~ hl~ determmatlon tu eduralt> 

traditional Jews in the natural science~: 

My obJcct i~ to interest. enlighten and dehght Jewi~h student~: a~ a recogmtHlIl 01 the 
faet that science is no stranger to the Torah and relIgIOn; that hoth were granted by 
the God of Truth.69 

EI~en~tein later retlected on the tremendow, impact ot thl~ work 

The book found it~ way mto Beth Midrash and the Yeshiva. It wa~ whl'>percd among 
the youthfull students that a star-seer had ri~en in brael who had dl~C()Vercù the way!\ 
of 'Kochba de Sheblt'. The name was famJllar as it l~ mentlOneù ln the tIr~t treatl!\e 
of the Talmud: but they could not belIeve that a monal man could comprehend the 
irregular movements of that my~tt.!rious and erratlc ~t:Jr, ~lnce .\tar Samuel, to whom 
'the paths of the heaven were as cle~lf as the pathway~ of hb natIve town. \ieherdaeh. 
in Babylon', frankly admitted that the cornet wa~ ~ornethlf1g he could not unùer~tand. 
The final appearance of Halley's comet settled ln thelr ml!1ù~ the convlctllJn that 
there was something In modern SCience, atter al1.70 

Indeed. Reuven Brainin, who grew up In the heart of a Bt'loru'>~lan ha~idic 

community the 1860s and 1870s, reports that this book. anù the other~ that followcù, 
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cducated Jewl~h ~tlldents and enriched their awareness of the sciences and nature. 

l'hl!'! dlffu~i()n of knowlcdge by way of reading Slonimski's works, persi~ted into the 

HN()~. de!'!plte Oppo~ltJOn [rom traditional leaders and teachers.71 

In l X3f> and 1838 Slonimski tned unsuccessful1y to establish himself in 

Wilr~aw.72 Jew~ were obliged to obtain a permit in order to live in the city at that 

tmle, and tho~e wlthout the right of residence were required to purchase an entry 

lH:kd on il daily ha~I~, WhlCh Slonimski could not afford. He was literal1y starving 

when he was arrc~ted by the police for staying in Warsaw while avoiding payment of 

tile Ilftl.!en Kopecks required for the daily authorization?3 

Slonim~kl \ pnmary objective in these visits was to gain the friendship of 

dlgmtanes who would ~ponsor the publication of another manuscript. During his stay 

in War~aw he met leading scholars and statesmen. 

First and foremost among them was Abraham Jacob Stern (1769-1842). Stern 

was a renowned Jewish mathematicmn, scientist, and inventor, who would become 

Slonim~kl's father-Jn-Iaw by 1840. By that time Slommski had divorced his first wife, 

~endl!1g her back 10 ber parents in Zabludow, and married Slern's daughter Sarah 

(1824- HN7). Stern exerted an enormous influence on his son-m-Iaw. and his guidance 

cncouraged Slomm~ki to t'ocus on the practical sciences.14 

Stern wa~ born m Hrubeszow in the Lublin district of Poland. Later, he 

moved 10 Warsaw 10 extend the scope of his education. Stern developed an interest 

Hl mathematlCs whiJe acqulring proficiency in the Talmud. His vmt knowlcdge, 

onglnaltty, tluency 10 leadmg European languages, notably German and French, and 

hl~ pJea~ant pt'r~onahty and ~ocial popularity, earned him an exceptional reputation. 

Thc tact that Abraham Jacob Stern remamed an orthodox Jew (albeit anti-hasidic) 

who retameu lus full beard. earlocks, and kaftan. made hirn an abject of curiosity and 

wonderment ln the eyes of many gentiles. European intellectuals and people of high 

soclcty were astounded that a traditlOnal Jew "from the ghetto" coulà master "their" 

sCIence and culture and even achieve a leading position in this realm. 

Stern travelled extensively. and "was probably the first Jcw of Warsaw that in 

his tours saw the world."ï5 In the course of those journeys. he encountered many 



Enlightencd Jews. Stern revealed his technlcal anù theoretical talent~ by implOvlIlg 

the mechanism of the wateh, inventing a thre~hing machme, and a cakulator in I~ 12. 

In 1815, Senator Novosiltsov introduced him to T~ar Alexander 1 and obtained a 

substantial an nuai pension of three hundrcd and l'ifty Ruhle~ for Stern l'rom the 

Imperial treasury.76 

Stern was a member of the consultative council of the Cmnmittee For Jewl~h 

Affairs in Russian Poland established by the Russtan authonttes In HC5. In Ihls 

capacity he became involved in submitting the plan for the propo~ed rahbillll'ai 

seminary in Warsaw, as an instrument in the fight against the ~pread of lIasidi~m. 

In 1826, however, Stern rdused an offer to serve as Its pnnclpal. ;\~ an 

orthodox Jew he had misgivings regarding the mstlutlOn's pnmary goal. Stern muid 

not accept the polJey of forced PolonizatlOn and antHradltlOnall~m, prekl TIng a 

polk:y of propagating modern culture and science wlthin the framewOl k (lt tralllllonai 

J udaism. 77 

Furthermore, Stern was highly respected by non-Jew~. He wa!-. hOf1()ured a~ 

the on!y Jewl~h member of the Royal Society of the Fnend!-. Dt SClenet:. amI later 

appointed all an ofhclal government cemor for Jewlllh hterature. I-k utihled hl~ 

personal reputauon to de1end Jews by publtshmg books anù pamphkb m Pull~h 

refuting anu-Jewlsh allegations and sinister attacb. 

Wh Ile in Warllaw. Siommski abo met the con~ervatlve RU~~lan vlceroy III 

Poland. Ivan F. Pa~kevlch (1782-1856). He wa:-, known tor ~uppre~!:Img the Pllll~h 

Uprising of 1831 and had earned a reputatlon of receptivene~.., to Jewl~h re4ue~t~ li 

offered a sub~tantial bnbe.78 Paskevich adrnired Sionim~kl. and wall m~trurnental 

in easing hlS successful visit to St. Petersburg?9 Paskt!vich ht!lpt!d SJ()nim~kl to 

cireumvent the lt!gal difficulties involved in travelling tu St. Peter!:lburg, thm .. gh in thi~ 

cmie he did not recewe any pecumary incentlves for hIS etforts. Furthermore. 

Paskevich encouraged Mathias Ro~en to finance SlonIm~kï~ tnp. Ro~en (IH04-18h5), 

a Warsaw banker and Jewish communal leader, wm tamou~ tor hdpmg the nel'oy 

and fostering the influence of the Haskalab movement through educatlOnal 

projects.80 

• 
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~:.,j1im~ki, moreover, established an impressive reputation in Polish acaèemic 

circles. The m()~t notable of his admirers among the Polish scientists Franczak 

Armimkl, a profe~wr of mathematlcs and astronomy, and the director of Warsaw's 

ob~ervatory. Arminskl furnished Slonimski with part of the expenses to publish his 

work.XI 

SI()nim~kl befriended other prominent scientists. Raphael Mahler Iists them: 

Fnedrich Wilhelm Bechsel (1784-1846), a distinguished astronomer and 

mathematician from Koemgsberg; Karl (Justa\, Jacob Jacobi (1804-1851), a Jew who 

chose to apostatlze and served as a professor of mathematics, flrst in Koenigsberg, 

luter In Berlm;82 and FnedrIch Georg Wiihelm Stroda (1804-1851), a ceJebrated 

German a!ltronomer who headed pioneering projects in the Tsarist Empire and was 

active in St. Petersburg, and established the Royal Observatory in Polkicvo.83 

k Mahler show!l, Abraham Stern utilized the support of these digmtaries 

when he attempted to obtain a residence permit for Sionimski, who having married 

Sarah Stern, had been ba~ed in Warsaw since 1842.84 Stern employed Article 3, 

Clause 4 ot th~ September 7, 1824 Royal Decree to petition the CommIssion for 

InternaI and Religious Atfairs. IJl1 February Il, 1842. 

Thl!l regulatlon granted Jews who rendered u~eful sef\.'lce!l to the state the 

pnvilege to live In Warsaw without paying the daily [ee. Stern a!l!lerted that this 

exemption should :lpply in Slonimskl's case, Ilin acknowledgmem ot his high aptitude, 

a man who contribute~ tremendously, by his scientific research. ta the enlightenment 

Dt his coreligloIllstS.'1 

Slomm~kl jomed this appeal to the Tsarist authonties, emphasizing 

humuIlltanan grounds. He argued that in modern times it is inappropriate to se arch 

people hke hor~es when they enter a city, a humiliation he had to endure every time 

he came to stay with his wifl! and her family. Slonimski mentioned his contribution 

to sClentific research only at the end of his application. 

The petition was supported liy several renowned Polish and German scholars 

who met SILJnimskl earlier" valued his achievements and interceded on his behalf.85 

Stern's applkation was therefore reviewed even posthumously. On Mareh 20, 1842, 
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Warsaw's mUnicipal office rccommendcd its approval. but the Comml~~lon lm 

InternaI and Religious Affalrs reJccted it on April 30, 18-l2. Slomm!o.kl wa~ therdore 

deported to Bialystok, and he bccamc a permanent re~ident of Warsaw only in lX52. 

The book Slomm~ki wanted to publi~h during hl~ lIr~t Vl'ln to War~aw. entltled 

Toledot ha-Shamaim [History of the Heaven~], appcared thcre 111 IX3X. It wa~ 

accompanied by approbations from the two !eadmg IIghts of the lIa~kalah Ill11VCI11Cnt 

at that time: R. So!omon Jehuda Lcib Rappoport (SHI"R), (17<}()- 18(7), and R. 

Nachman Krochmal (RaNa"K), (Brody, 1785-Tarnopol, IH40). 

Rappoport wa~ a renowned, moderatc maskilic scholar. His pmlilic wntlllg'> 

incorporate ail a~p·.!cts of Jewi~h ~tudies, e~pecially 11lStOry and rcligious thought.Xh 

Rappoport emphasized Talmudic approval of astronomlcal ~tuùle~ and pral~cd 

Slonlm~ki for his contribution to the field. Krochmal. who abo hveù In Gallcl:!. wa~ 

an accomplished scholar and philosopher. He focu~ed on modern 11I~toncal and 

Iiterary studies and did cntlcal re~earch In the ongm and development (lI J udal~l11. 

He app!audcd Slommskï~ astutene~~ a~ a populanzer of ~clence - hl~ cllherc..:nt. 

conci~e writing style and the comprehen~lhle convevance (JI an ahundancL' 01 

knowledge.87 

In Toledot ha-Shamaim, devoted 10 a~tronomy and OptlC~. Slonllmkl pre~ent~d 

a compendium of astronomÏcal caIculatlOn~. accompul1Icd by ~pecllic tablc~. 1 le abo 

advocated. in the large~t and mo~t signiticant part of tlm work. a uf1lyue thcmy whlch 

contradicted the calculatiom commonly applied in the u~e ot the traditlonal Jewl~h 

calendar. Sionimski supported hl~ a~~ertJon hy tracmg the hi~toncal ongm~ ot the 

canonized Jewbh calendar and argued that a substantJaI error had crept in.xx 

Ba~ed on meticulous calculauons. SIonim!)ki concluded that a dIvergence had 

evolved in the course of tlme, between the relatIOn of the JewI~h mon th ot Ni!)san 

and the vernal equinox between the JewI~h month Dt Tishri anù the uutumnal 

equinox. By the ninetcenth century thls discrepancy increa~ed :,lgl1lÎlcantly. and the 

Jewish calendar was four days ahead of the actual solar tlme. 

Thus, rCjecting the traditional view, Slonimskl sugge~ted a hlghly plau~lblc 

explanation to account for the emergence of the contemporary JewÎ!:lh caiendar. 

1 
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Whde the braehte~ sOJourned in E!:''Ypt, they adopted the prevailing solar calendar, 

reckonmg thlrty day~ pcr mon th, or three hundred and sixt Y days to a year. The Jews 

dlù not adopt the lunar ~y~tem until the Babylonian exile, when they also adopted the 

name~ 01 the m()nth~ employed there. The pre~ent Hebrew calendar has been in use 

only ~mcc the tenth century of the Common Era. 

Sionimski's view, that the Jewish calendar as we know it today was deveIoped 

and instttuted in the tenth century, contradicts the traditional one, that the Jewish 

calendar date~ from time Immemorial and was passed down through the ages by the 

sages, untii the mnth century, when R. Ada ben R. Ahava, a dl~clple of Raba, of the 

flfth genaatlOn of the Amoraim in Babyloma, formalized thl~ calendar in his famous 

Tekufot de Rav Ada [The Equinox of Rav Ada]. According to R. Ada, the Jewish 

ycar is compo~ed of 365.216822 days. By contra!>t. Slonimski computed that the 

inal.curacy totalled 0.00456 days per year when compared ta the correct time, and 

relied on ManTIonides, who noticed this discrepancy already in the thirteenth century. 

SIDmm~kl's contention was unprecedented. At an early part of hls career he 

devdopcd a hold amI orIgInal conceptIOn of the evolutJon of the Jewlsh calendar, 

whidl l~ wlde!y acceptcd today.89 From his youth onward, Slontm~kl did not attempt 

10 ~hlelÙ lradltillnal Je\ .. i~h belief against critlcal ~cientlfic method. although he 

remaIncd ()b~er\'ant in re/iglOus matters. 

Thl~ theory started a vituperative controversy among Jewlsh scholars and 

rabbl~. The pracw.:al and the ~ymbolic slgnificance of the calendar In ordmary Jewish 

lite wm mdisputahle. The calendar embodied the Jewlsh traditIon in daily ritual and 

provlded a crucIallmk ta both religious practices and the natIonal history of previous 

generation~. As Patter~on observed, "The rhythm of the religious calendar was 

suffused with the glow of li umverse tinged with the divine.,,90 

Judging from tht: loss of their juridicaI supremacy in Western and Central 

Europe, the Jewl~h leader~hlp in Eastern Europe, protective of its pedigree, sought 

10 mamtain ItS communal authority. The tradiuonal establishment was therefore 

rcluctant to tru~t the crmcal modern scholarship mtroduced by the Haskalab 

movement. 



1 The Jewlsh dite perceived Itsdf as the cu~todlan ot the rabbll1lL hernage. 

Many members of thls ~ocial stratum viewed the maskilim a~ reckle~~, rllthle~~ 

individuals who disparaged the foundatlon~ of Judal~m. They sll~pected that 

tokrating public ~crutiny of ancit:nt doctnne~ would jeopardllc thelr own ~ucial and 

spiritual authority, cOllched In the Jcwish traditIOn. Thu~, the attempt 10 expose the 

traditional calendar to a hlstoncal and !>clentiflc critique. antagl}nl7l~LI ~cwral 

orthodox Jewi~h intellectuals. 

In additIon, professional competition and even personi.llJealou~y wmpoundeJ 

the emotlons involved In the controversy. Slnmmskl pleaded that hl~ ~tudy (JI the 

naturaI ~clences ~howed hls admiration of the order!) manner 10 whlch Goll C{)lldUL't~ 

the world by way of in\'l~lblc powers and fixcd, Immutable law~. whcrca~ he merely 

dissociated diVIne power from human errors. 

HIS opponents denounced thl!> distInction between the pUrIty of heavc.:nly 

authority and the falliblllty of tradltional interpretatlon. They clalmcd thal the 

implicit stance In Slonim!)kl'!l cntICl!lm. characteri!ltlc of the Iitl:rature nt the lIa~k&llilh 

movcment, l~ a depanure t'rom !ltm:t adhercn('~ to the prenm,c~ 01 tr;lIJltlllll;11 

Judaism.91 

Concomltantly, a Iltt!rary war regarding the Jewlsh calendar wa!. lought ln the 

Haskalab pre!l~ between 1840-1871.92 Several re!'>pected ~-:h()lan, partlcipated ()fl 

both sides. Among SIommskl's most voclferou!'> !lupporter!l. In what wa~ ~c.:ml­

humorou!lly labelled "The 30 Years' War." wa~ Ahraham Stern.Q1 

A second defender was Jacob Elchenbaum (1796-1 S61), a taknlcd 

mathematician and a paer. He grew up in a traditlonal communay and acqulred a 

superior knowledge of Hebrew. Elchenbaum\ mtere~t in mathernatlcs mouvated him 

ta study German. promptmg hlm to become a maskil. 

Eichenbaum's career was typll:al of a nmeteenth ce nt ury maskil. although hl~ 

conduct wall extreme. He publicly violated a numher ot commandmentsY4 

Eichenbaum contnbuted to a vanety of Hebrew penodicab. ,>uch a!l Jl\ t"" Zion In 

Frankfurt a M. and Fin's Pirbey-TsafoD [Flowers of the ~()rthl In VIlna. hUlh In 

1841.95 He was appointed as a teacher in the govcrnment-~pon!l()red Jewi~h ~ch()ol 
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III Ki~hmev, and as it~ dlfC;!ctor in 1844. Eichennaum becarne the director of the 

Rabhmlcal Semmary ln Zhitomir, in 1850. 

Following Eichenbaum's death, Slonim~kl replaced him as director of the 

Rabhmlcal Semmary in ZhItomlr and followed his poIicy of opposing Hasidism. 

Indced, Eichenbaum's career prc!'Ients slml1ar patterns to that of Slonimski. Like 

Slomm~kl, he publJ~hed a rnathcmatics textbook ln Hebrcw, Hokhmat ha-Shiurim 

[The wbdom of mathematics] in 1857 and was involved in a polemic regarding 

calculation!'l - Elchenbaum's was against the French mathematician Franker. 

Elchenbaum abo petJtlOned the governor-general of Kiev in Fcbruary, 1851. He 

reqlle~ted pCrmj~~IOn 10 1!'I~ue a Hebrew periodical enutlcd Lekah-Tov lA Good 

Lc~~()n], but wa!'l rcfll~ed. Howevcr. Elchenbaum devoted much of his hterary effort 

10 tlowery maskilic poetry while Siommski always retamcd a utilitanan approach to 

hls wnting.96 

A thud defender was Solomon David Luzzato (1800-1865), a dlstinguished 

wnter and scholar III Hebrew amI Itahan, who is probably the mmt widely accJaImed 

In thI~ group. Better known by 11I!I Hebrew acronym SlIaDa"L. Luzzato piesented 

an cll1otlonal and ant1-phlll)~ophlCal conceptIOn of Judalsm. and hi~ Hebrew poetry 

I~ abo perrneateJ wIth a natI<mah~t SpIrIt. His chief merit as a ~cholar acadernlC IS 

111 the area!l ut blblil:al exegesl~. Hebrew phIlolob'Y. and the history of Hebrew 

Iitcrature. 

A fourth Jetender wa~ Damel Ratner. who published Mishpat Emet [Hebrew: 

Right Judgement. St. Petersburg, 1885). 

SlonIm~kI wa!l a profIclent student of rabbimc literature and had the support 

of lehding scholars. whose calibre far exceeded the standing of his opponents. He 

wa~ undeterred by the Implications of his controversial statements. Slonimski was 

thercfore perceÏ\ cd by sorne a!! a serious threat to the tradition. He failed ta 

L'l)llvince his adver aries of the correctness of his thesis and to damper their 

OppOSItion. 

Noted opponents of Slonim~ki were: first and foremost Mendel Hirsch (Zvi) 

Pindes (1806-1870) an intluential contemporary (' (hodox scholar.97 In his book 
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Darkah Shel Torah [Hebrew: The Path of th~ Torah, Vicnna, IHhIl, Pmcles 

strenuously oppo~ed SlonJmskl's theory. Abraham Ber Gottluber ClHlll11ëllted on that 

dispute.98 He denounced the personal vehemenœ amI uncontained angcr whlch 

Pineles displayed toward Slonim~kI. GottlDbt'r mamtamed that Plllele!'> !'>hould have 

adhered ta the emotionally-detached stanùard!'> ot a,.;aÙëlTIlC di~collr!'>e.lN 

Matityahu (Mathias) Stra~hun of Vilna (lS19-1SS5), wa~ a Jt~wl!'>h scholar, a 

devoted reader who knew many languages, had an e~temIVt' knowblge ot pl1J!o~ophy, 

history, and astronomy, and acqUlred a suhstantlill hhrary. He \Va!'! called 10 medlale 

between Slonim~ki and Pmeles. 1OO 

Second in his personal vehemence \Vas another maskilic ~ch()lar, Gahnel 

Judah Lichtenfeld (1811-1887).101 He authored a ~enc ... ot hook!'>: Zal)hnath 

Paaneach (War~aw: 1874),102 Tosefet La-Eravun [Hebrew' An Aùdltlon to the 

Deposit, Warsaw: 1875], and Cohen leine Elohim [Hehrew. A PrIt· ... t Wu/mut A GoJ, 

Warsaw, 1876], In whlch he severcly criucized Slomm:'>kl\ mathematlcal mcthOlh and 

concIu~i(ms. Lichtt!nfeld ~peclfically rd't:rrcd 10 SlonIm~kl\ Yco;'Iudc lIo"hmat ha-

Shiur [Thc Law~ of Mathematics, Zhltomlr: lX65]. A tlmJ pllkmlcl~t wa~ 

Abraham Ep~tem (1841-1918), a rahb1l1ic ~chlJlar anLl hl~lOn,ln, who ùc.:ve!oped an 

interest 111 the natural ~clences. He cornbincLl lm knowlcùge Dt rab/mlle hteraturc 

with European ~chol;.lfly methodolob'Y to puhll~h books on Jewl~h literature, e~peclally 

the Talmud. Ep~tein dl~puted Slonim~kl'~ a~~crtl()n that the Jew~ ùiLl not adopt the 

lunar cakndar untll the Babylnnian exIlt!. Ep~,tem maint,uneù that tbe kw~ alway~ 

followed the current solar-Iunar combination in an artICle in 1. H. Wel~~' Bcit ha-

Midrash. 

Slonimskl sustained the tremendous pres~ure he encountereù in the cour~e of 

this prolonged poJemic thanks to the considerable reputatlon he hall prcvl()u~Jy 

acquired. In certain tradltlonal circles, however, SlommskJ'~ religlOu~ ~1I1centy amI 

ethical and profe~sionaI ~tandard~ were caHed into question. He wa~ evcn branLleù 

a subverSIve and a heretic by the ultra-conservative elements wlth1l1 Ea~tcrn 

European Jewry.103 



65 

SI()nim~kl partlcipated in the Hebrew periodical Kerem-Hemed [A Pleasant 

Vmeyard] in the late 1830~ and early 1~40s. 104 He published the first part of 

Yessode ha-Ibbur [Foundations of IntercalatIon], a compilation of articles on the 

JcwI!\h calendar controver~y, in Warsaw in 1842.105 The complete treal'lse was 

pnnted in 1852.106 

SlonIm~kl, moreovcr, was able ta produce a substantüt! number of inventions, 

which greatly strengthened hi~ professional status, thanks ta his consistent research. 

HI~ most famou~ state of the art invention, a calculating machine, was a perfection 

of a prototype mvented by Stern.107 Following Stern's death in 1842, Slonimski 

revised the ongmal blueprint and travelled with his final model to Koenigsberg. 

For exhlbltIng the complete design of the calculating mach me, Slonimski was 

awan..It!d the prestlglous Demidoff pnze, designated for outstanding inventors, in 1844, 

hy the ImperIal Ru~sian Academy of Sciences in St. Petersburg. This endowment 

included a ~ubstantial reward of two thousand five hundred Rubles. In 1845, 

Slonimski puhll~hed an article in Russian explaming his method In the Academy's 

journal. lOS 

Furthcrmorc. upon the recommendation of the Russian Mmbtry of Education, 

Count S.S. Uvarov, the City of St. Petersburg granted Slonim~ki the title of Honourary 

Citizen in 1845.1!l9 It wa~ a rare dlstmction for a Jew. since at that ume only fifty 

Jcws throughout the T~amt Empire qualified for thls prestigious award. As a result 

ot the Jews' lack ot elementary civil rights in the Tsanst Empire. Slommski received 

nnly IImited pn\'lleges, and the tIle was personal, not hereditary.llU Nonetheless, 

thi~ ~tatus awarded Slomm~kl ~ubstantial benefits, Le. exemption from paymg sorne 

t'Lxes. which helped hirn fmancial/y, and priority in wmning government franchises, 

whlch wa~ of little use. Sionimski's chIldren, moreover, had easier access ta higher 

education, whlch facllitated their entry into the greater society.lIl In addition, 

Slommski was spared the penalty. albeit highly unlikely, of being flogged. 112 

Indeed. the invention of the calculating machine marked Slonimskfs economic 

entry lOto the vast European market. He sold the patent rights ta a BrItish firm for 

the handsome sum of four hundred British Pounds Sterling. l13 These prizes and 
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contracts, in addition to the aforementioneù henehts the Tsmbt regll11e acconkd 11lITl 

provided Sionimski \Vith ~cholar)y, social. anù monetary gratltlcatlOll. Theyen.lblcd 

him to devote his time to sClentlfic re~earch wlthout tinancial con~tratnt~. Enjoylllg 

such a comfortable life-~tyle \Vas a luxury lm a maskil who \ ... a~ not lIH.iependently 

wealthy.114 

Concomitantly, in 1844 Slonim~kl travelkù for the tir-;t tlme to Berhn. \\Ihere 

he befriended prominent German scho)ar~.115 The mm! notable among thern 

was the dean of German scientist!l Alexander Frelherr (Baron) Von llurnbolLit ( 17()()· 

1859). He wa~ a naturah~t and explorer who flgured prommently a~ a ~ch(Jlar ano 

populanzer of science dunng the cla~~lc perwù of physlcal and hlogcllgraphy.llfJ 

Humboldt and Slommskl\ !'cholarly associatlon quickly turm:d mto a d()~e fnenLl"lllp 

and produet::d a steady corresponùence. Thl~ rclatlon~hlp earI1l:d Slonllmkl the 

nickname "the Jewish Humboldt.,,1l7 

Humbolùt's most important work, Kosmos. wa~ clear account of the lInlVer~e 

as then known. SimultaneDu~ly. Humboldt was ahle to commul11cate the "Clell!I:-'! \ 

excltcrnent and ae~thetlc enJoyrncnt he cxpencnœd m hls dl~Cl)Vene~. l'lm 

encyclopeùia maùe a valuahle contributIon to the populanzatlon ot ~Clcnœ. Il wa~ 

quickly tran~lated mto ail major European languages. 

Humboldt had ~ome previou~ expenence wlth Jews and JU(.hmm. Thc wlle 

of the famou!I maskil anù ductor Marcu~ Herz. Henrnette Herz. wlH>~e :-.allln 

attracteù the dite of Berlm. taught him the Hebrew alphabet. exchangeLl German 

letters with hlm wntten ln the Hehrew ~cnpt. and mtroduceLl hlm tu Ha~kalah .... 

contemporary "Berlin clrcle:,l18 Slommski uul!zeù these profes~JOnal and ~oclal 

contacts to publish articles regarding the Jewish ca1enùar in tht" local Journal der 

Matematik. 

Humboldt later introduced Slonim~kl to the Pru~sJan Kmg Fneùnch Wilhelm 

IV (1795-1861). A part of Humbolùt's fa!lcmatlOn wlth Slonlm~kl \ per~(Jnahty wa~ 

due to his unique Jewish characterbtics. Unhke the a~~lmllateLl German Jew~, 

Sionimski retained his customary attire and thick bearù. He ùld deem Jt appropnatc, 

however, to shave hi~ beard before being introduceù to the King. Humbolùt was 
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cxceptHmally disappointed. Whcreas Friedrich Wilhelm IV had met many scientists 

dn.!~~cd ln modern c1othmg, Humboldt had hoped to introduce him to a brilliant 

Jewl~h mventl)r who still looked like his "backward" brethren. 119 

This vi~lt dceply impressed Slonim~ki, and in its aftermath the Jewish 

commumty 01 Berlm re4ue~ted that he dedicate a book in Hebrew ta Von Humboldt. 

Sionum.kl ~tate!\ ln the mtroduction that he concIuded writing the manuscript in time 

for the cclehrallon of Humboldt's cighty-eighth blrthday on September 14, 1857, and 

the hook wa~ published ln Berlin in 1858. The work was naturally entitled Ot 

Zikaron le-Alexander Von Humboldt [Commemoration of Alexander Von Humboldt], 

und c1allned two more edItlons. 120 

SlonJm~kl presenteù a biographical sketch of the excitmg and exemplary Iife 

ot Humboldt, together wlth a sCÎt!ntific yet a popular summary of Humboldt's 

Kusmosy21 Slonlmskl vlewed German as the foremost European language of 

science, eùm:atlon, and culture. 122 He wished to confer a ~Imllar role to Hebrew 

ln Jewl~h lite. Furthermore, Kosmos served as a paradigm whlch Siommski aimed 

to cmulate ln hl~ own works. 

The work comrnence~ with an approbation by Humboldt. It fol1ows wlth a 

Citation that SlonIm~kl marshallcd from Psalms 8:4: 

\Vhat l~ man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for hlm, you 
made hlm a Ilttle lower than tht! ht:avenly beings and crowned him with glory and 
honour. 

SIlH1lITIskl strove ta demonstrate that progress. the knowledge and 

unJ~r~tanding garnered by the later generations, are the most significant 

mamte!\latlon~ of that "glory and honour." Slonimski's citation of that biblical verse 

provlùc~ a formidable juxtaposition of recognized past achlevements with future 

hope~. Siommski made use of traditional references, although he departed from the 

traduIlJnal vÎt:!w of the spirItual superiority of antiquity. This is evident already from 

the fust lengthy and scarcely punctuated paragraph of the text: 

A~ the heavens are hlgher than the earth the conduct and thoughts of human beings 
in this current age is superior to that of ancient peoples and their deeds. And as the 
t!ast is distant from the wt!st so have the sciences and erudition rt!moved themselves 
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from the boundaries set for them by pa~t generatlons. There I~ no end tu thl.' 

tremendous accumulation of information that has grown and dcvelored Dn top ut the 

orchards of wisdom, whlch sent its fruits and flowers 10 ail the corner .. ot knuwkdl'l' 
and scholarshlp. - There I~ no end to the abundance ot human actlvit\ ,lIld dextL'r~~\ 
which has spread upon the earth among ail nations and lOngue - IluTll',lll helllg" h,I\~' 
breached the wans of time and place which have secluded them ln the pd ... t . .lml hd\'L' 

extended thelr comprehension to every obJect under the ~k.le~. The lll!ll1y te~b a!ld 
expenments that have been accumulated ln the course ot nurnt:[()lI~ gel1l'!.ltll1l1~, ,Illd 
the longing of the human hemt to search and find the loglc hehlI1d t'\ ef} thlllg e\I~II11g 

under the sun, have revealed to us the extent of the creative lorce~ ami natural 
powers which we never graspcd before, and the more etfort human bClJ1g" dl'votl' 
towards observing and re~earchmg their foundatton, the greater the numbcr nt Ill'W 

discoveries of the earth WhlCh spnng ta their eye~, whlch attl'~t tu the ... hmtagl' \11 

tests and expenments in the~e obscuntles, con~e4uently increa~ll1g lI1..:rclhhly the 
deeds of contemporaneous SClentIsts, ta extract from the earth natural \\I~dom lut Il'' 

secrets} which b greater than the land, and ta pump ~l .. dum ami wgnl7ann: trom It~ 
springs of knowledge WhlCh are wIder than the sea,l_3 

The work then contmues with a most complimentary hlography ot the lamtly 

and the upbnngmg of Humboldt, an adminng deplCtlOn of German culture and lb 

educatlonal instItutions. and a glonfying appraisal of the PrU!)~lal1 ... tate "y~tem. ft l~ 

obvlous that Slonim.!lki hoped Jews would emulate them~ Humholdt woulJ ~t:r\'c a~ 

a raIe mode!. 

Of the many personal and !)cholarly vlrtues Slol1lm~kl attrIhute~ to Il1Imhuldr ... 

genius. the mo~t promrnent are hl~ thlrst for knowledge. and the courage and 

excitement chsplayed by his extenSIve travellmg throughout the w()rld.12.~ Aho\'c 

ail, Slonim.!lki applauded Humboldt's personal sen!'llllVIty and de\ otilln. al a ~uh~tal1tl,tI 

economic cast. to his chosen area of expertIse. 125 ln 1846 Slomm~kl !11ovcd tu the 

city of Toma!,zow ~azowlecki. The financial reward~ he reœlved tor lm cal<.:ulallflg 

machine enabkd Slomm~kl to devote his time to his ~tudle~ and allowcLi hHn anLi hl!'l 

familv a more comfortable life. 
" 

In 1847 Slonimski vlsited London. Such a voyage wa~ J. gH~at l'vcnt l[\ thc lite 

of an Eastern European Jew of his generation, He wrote an article ~ 'The 

Intercalation Laws of tht! Israelites" -for the local Hebrew penlllilcal. Sef'cr ha·'\s~if 

[The Book of CollectIOn ].126 In this study Slommski SUb!'lWntILl ted lm d,um 

concerning previous errors in the intercalation method. Tht! re!)earch pre~entcd data 
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Hl cornplicateù tables, proviùIng total accuracy in intercalation caIculations. In 1851 

he publl~heù yct another artIcle ùl~cussing intercalation and a~tronomy, in Ha-Yooah 

[The Dove ].127 

SI()mm~kl resettleù in War~aw in 1852. There, he was Involved in Jewish 

communal lIte, attenùcù the maskilic synagogue of the Neorim [Enlightened], and 

wa!'l later involved In an attempt to establi~h a public lIbrary.I28 Slonimski aiso 

publi~hed booh In War~aw. The first was tltled AI Metziut ha-Nefesh ve, Kiyumah 

Hulz la-Guf [Hebrew: The Essence of the Soul anù Its EXIstence Outside the 

BodyJ.129 ft i!'l plau~ible that he felt obligeù to validate his credentmb as an 

observant Jew atta suffering a formIdable attm:k because of hls non-tradltlonal stand 

on the ùevelopmcnt of the Jewlsh cakndar. Thus, authonng a work In ùefence of 

a traditlonal ùoctrme incorporating sClentific and philosophical concepts, was most 

prudent. It mlght retlect hls private thoughts in the course of the trying days of the 

controversy. 

Slomm!'lkl glonfieù In thi~ work the perfect arder wlthin the divine creation and 

wa~ parw:ularly con~ClOU!'l of the living species. The wark ùcfineù the doctrine of the 

IInrnortahty ut the ~oul, couched In rational terms. Wah dm work Slomm!'lki followed 

the toot~tcp~ ut the pioneer of the Haskalah movement, Mose~ Mendeb~ohn, who 

wmte on the ~uhJect In 11IS Phaedoo. 1767.130 Nonethek!ls, ~mes Lelb Lilienblum 

( 1 S43-llJ 1 0), a promll1ent Hebrew wnter and a leading Zionist, c!mmed in hlS 

memOlr~ that reaùtng thl!l book in his chilùhooù convInceù hlm of the opposite. 131 

ThIs may have been the rcal purpose of thls publIcation, though the text is, prima 

facie, a scholarly work. 

Slomm!lkl publIshcd the complete version of his popular book Yessode ha­

Ibbur [Foundatlon!l of Intercalation] In 1852. 132 This volume was probably the 

most wlùely read among hls works. and had two more revised editions. Its total sales 

exceeùed seven thousanù copies. I33 In thlS text Slommskl presents detailed tables 

which !lupply new eVldence substantiating his position on the calendar issue. This 

II1tcnsltJed Invol\ ement indlcates the tremendous intellectual and emotional impact 

of this prolonged polemic on his career. 
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Slonimski's contrIbution to the scientlflc world was further IllumlI1at~d by thtee 

more practical innovations he developed. The l'm,t, in IR53. wa~ a kad platl11g 

process for iron vesseb. 134 It wa~ original and very practlcal. but thanb tD the 

simpliclty of thi~ proces!\ ~everal busines~men were able 10 Ignore patent nght~. t11uch 

to its creator's chagrin.135 The second invention, in IHS4, wa~ a new m.ttenal lur 

the steam engme. It was wlde1y u!'ed in marItime tram.portation. Slontm~kl laler ~okl 

this invention ta BarzigJ an entrt!preneur l'rom Berlin. 

In 1856 Slonimskl proposed an eleetrochemical deVICe. It obvlaleJ certain 

difficulties in slmultaneous transmIS~I(m of 4uadruple te\cgram~ by llSll1g a "lI1gk 

wire. 136 Thi~ invention was devised in co-operation with Aamn Bern~tell1 (1 S 12-

1884), a German Jew. a mathematician. and a sClenlltic wnler. who wa~ abo llllè ul 

the founders of the Reform movement in Judal~m. 

In 1858 Slommskl travelled to Berlin where he puhllshed the buok dedlc:lteJ 

ta Von Hurnholdt's career. In 1859, Slonim~kl puhh~hed a hrm:hurc. lI1 Rll~~l;lI1, 

contaimng a detailed de~cnptIon of hls aton:mentioned methOll lor quadruple 

teIegraph tran~ml~~lon.137 

Continumg hl~ mtemlve and productive L'xcur~lons. Slllntm~J..I went 1f1 lK()() III 

Rostov on the Don. His prolongeJ Journey back to War!'.aw ~ntatlec.l a voy'lge hy 

land to Ode~~a. This City was a major centre of the Haskalah muvement at that 

tlme. 13g There he pmbably dlscus~ed his contrIbution to the upcommg lIa-McJit~ 

with its ednor. Alexander Tsederbaum. 139 Later Sl()nirn~kl \I.cOl tu Vlenna. 1 le 

was able ta make the finalleg of the trip 10 War~aw only after.\arc.l~. Slonumkl W.l~ 

obljged ta follow such a complicated itinerury due ID DraconIan T~an~t law!'>. The~e 

cegulations re~tricted the Jews ta the designated Pale ot Settkment. 140 

Upon his return ta Warsaw Slonim~ki puhll~hed several ~Clentlfic artlclc~ ln 

the bilingual Polish-Jewish periadlcal Jutrzenka Ayelet ha-Shahar [Dawn}. The 

J,'Jtrzenka appeared bemeen 1861-1863. 141 S!untmSkl a1so puhlI~heJ an article on 

the human nervous system in 1861, titled "On the Time Emotloll~ Run Between the 

Body and the Brain," incorporating German scholarship and rep()rt~ nt Eng!J~h pe()ple 

he met on their reaction ta travelling in trains and thunder storm~.142 Thl~ teat ure 
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wa~ pubhshed in the flrst volume of Vilna's Iiberal Hebrew periodical, Ha-Karmel, 

wh\J~e edltor was Samuel Jo~ef Fin (1818-1890).143 

In lk62 SIGnim!lkl published two articles In the second volume of Ha~Karmel's 

!Jterary-sclcntlflc ~upplementary, Ha-Sharon. The fIrst item was liOn the Method of 

Baking Matzah ln England." In it Slonimski gave a positive account of how an 

ancient JewI~h ntua! IS conducted in a technologically-advanced modern society. His 

report was ha~ed on what he saw on his trip to London in 1847. Slonimski wished 

tn weakcn the influence of those traditionalist rabbis who opposed the baking of 

Matzah wlth the aid of mechanization. The second feature, titled liOn the Course In 

WllIch Mercury CircJcs the Sun," discussed Slonimski's favourite subject, 

a~tronomy.144 

These publications, and the liberal era ushered in by Tsar Alexander II as of 

1855, f<.lcllitated the next project in Slonimski's career, which was probably his most 

challenging undertaking. It was the publication of a Hebrew weekly scientific 

newspaper, Ha-Tsefirah.145 

Indeed, hy cstabhshing Ha-Tsefirah, the first Hehrew periodical devoted 

mamly to scientlflc issues, in Fehruary 1862, in Warsaw, Slonimski helped generate 

more popular mterest in the field. This goal wall achieved not by preaching the 

optlml',tlc villion of the Haskalah movement, but rather simply through disseminating 

sClenufk knowledgc and providing Hebrew readers wlth access to a vast corpus of 

~ecular informatlon.146 
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Slonimski's Attitude Toward Languages 

Slonimskl encountered European culture at a relatlvely early phase uf hls 

intellectual and personal developrnt:nt, by reading extcnsively. At flrst, cxtcrnal 

influence pertained merely to scientific mattcrs, but later It rctlected on lm. overall 

perspective. The formation of crucial clements in Slommski\ mdependent th1l1kI/1g. 

namely receptiveness to ideas derived from non-Jewlsh source~. and hl~ later cntIclsrn 

of traditional institutions, may be traeed to thl~ exposure to forelgn VICWS. 

Slonimski was semitlve to bath Jewish and gentik VICW'\ of the IlI1g11l~tIC 

division within hls own commumty. Hebrew, the t:ternal Holy Tonglle. wa~ pr:l1~ed 

as the language of Jewish splrituality and intellectual creatlvlty, and credlted with 

forging the Jews into a nation. Hebrew was therefore con~ldered ~upenor to YidJI~h 

by tradltionalists and modernists alike. 

In additIon, many maskilim considered Yiddish, thclr mother tongue, to he 

a product ot the ghetto. a badge of the isolatIon and degradatlon of pre-mod"lll 

Jewish lite, and treated It with exphclt aversion. YIddISh was portrayed a~ a degralkd 

jargon WhICh the ignorant mas~es were forccd to use, only bet:au~e they were not yl't 

given the opportUnIty to master the supenor torm ot "pure" German. 147 

Slonimskl decided that Hebrew would b..: hl~ Iingubtlc meùlUm carly III Iw. 

career. As his background wa~ rooted in the Beit-Midrash. SIOnllTIskl wI~heù to bnng 

the me~~age ot ~Clence. and moJernny to the tradltlonallnerate and ~ch()larly ~eglllent 

of JewIsh society. whose intellectuai language wa~ Hebrew. Furtherrnore, he ~trove 

ta provide leadership in dittusmg the ide as of the Enlightenment. whlch would 

rejuvenate his brethren. in conjunction with strict adherence to Jcwish Law, and the 

solemn observance of Jewish rituaIs. ta which Slomm~kl remained loyal tn hlS la~t 

dav.148 
~ 

SlonimskI. as a follower of the princip les of the Haskalah movement, hecame 

conscious of the urgent need ta fundamentally change the gentIles' negatlvc Image 

of the Jews as a backward people. He savoured the wealth of knuwJedge hl~ 

familiarity with German language and culture had to offer, w hlCh wa~ ennchcd hy lm 
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voyages to K()enig~berg.149 SIonimski believed that the German language is easy 

to Icarn and the hest means to know the truth. I50 

The Verein ruer Kultur und Wissenschaft des Judentum [Society for the 

Culture and Sclt~nce of Judaism] promoted a substantial heritage of careful and 

systematlc German Jcwbh scholarship in the humanities and history, a respect for 

tacts, meticul()u~ re~earch. and a reliable scientlfic methodoJo!''Y.151 The German 

language served a~ a bndge to the enlightened European culture l embodied. In 

addJtlon, 11 ol'tered cultural neutrality il! the nascent Russo-Polish cont/ict. Preferring 

German helped the maskilim ta deslst from makmg a pubhc choice in this fierce 

controver~y. Thl~ combmation made German an attractive choice and a role-model 

Hl ItS preCISion for Eastern European maskilim. 152 

Thus, Slommski later opined that 

wulmut German, there can be no cultur..:d, educated Jew. As Hebrew once was in 
Pale~tme, so now the German language is with the European Jew. 153 

ThIS outlook wa~ in accordance WIth the common European trend in which German 

rapldly replaced French. In the course of the nineteenth century. as the major culture 

camer. 

The mas kilim utlhzed Jewish multl-lingualism to combat centnfugal forces at 

work pohtlcally, ~ndally. and geographically. Thelr reasons combined the liberalism 

and progres~ that German symbolized with the politically cogent strategy of refraining 

from dedanng an allegmnce to either ruling Russians or ~ ubJect Pole!l. 

Havmg ll1corporated this area into the Russian P mpire. the Tsarist Empire 

slated It for Ru~siflcation. In contrast, Polish nationalists who contested Russian rule, 

strove to maIntuIn the position of Polish as the dominant cultural language in the 

eastern borderlands of the former Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. 

Slonllmki therefore conformed ta an inclination of many maskilim. In 

eS!'Iellce. he blended an ideological tactic with a neutrality necessitated by the political 

reality. Slomm~,ki was imtially among the maskilim who favoured German over 

Russmn withm the broad context of competition between the representatives of 

Berlin's Haskaluh circle and those wishing to Russify the movement. 154 His 
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admiration for German culture was invigorated by hi~ later vI~it to Bèrlm and tilt' 

glorifying book he compo~ed In honour of Humboldt in 185HY~ 

Nonetheless, as Slonimskï~ career progres~eù he iùentllleLl wlth the "l\amt 

Empire and its official language. Russllln, il hkely sœnarIO lm a Litvak Jew. 15C1 

Shatzky, moreover, suggests that Slonim~ki was one ot the kw ma"ikilim who dld [JO! 

think in Polish in Warsaw, though he ~poke Polbh tluently. Sionnmkl a!l~llclateù wlth 

Russian speakmg Jews, although the Iibcral leadership of hls community Wil~ 

polarized and pro-Polish. 157 He expressed hl~ loyalty to the T~anst Empire. 

although he tried ta be neutral and apolitical. 15S 

In the aftermath of the 1863 Polbh upn~ing, the contliet between RLl~~ian am.! 

Polish increased. Slonimskl participated in a debate regardmg the language uf 

instruction in the rabbmical seminary he heaLleù ln Zhltomlr between IHh3-

1873.159 This polemie reveals that he imtlally preferrcd German anù )uhscyucntly 

endorsed Russian, though he publi~hed several articles in bmh languages,thO 

ln 1864, the Kievski Telegraf demanded that Slonim~kl change the language 

, Z G 1 l'Il of instruction in the rahbimcal !Iemmary In hnomlf from erman to {U~~la[\, 

Slonimski replied that 

It is impos~lble to exchange the German language for the RU~~lan ... a~ 
long as lt I~ tort)1ùden to pubhsh In RU!I!llan II textbook of JewI~h 
history, a rehglOu!I eatheebm. or 3 tran!llatlon ot the prayer book. Ilow 
ean we help ourse Ives Jt even the BIble it!lelf IS not alloweù to Ile 
published in RussIan tramlatlOn'! A~ previou~ly. the only Ilterature 011 

the sCIence of Judaism that wc have in our po~~e!:.)lon IS !:.tlll ail 
German.162 

In addition Slonimski tried later that year, ta no avaH, to per!luade the RU~~ldn 

censorship to allow such translation~. He asserted that they would generate lntere~!, 

in "the language of the fatherland," thus expressing hls allegH.lI1cc to the Emplreyl1 

ln 1867 Slonim~ki endorsed the use of Russian. He sanctlOnt!d teachmg Jcwish 

subjects. general and scientifie studies in Russian, and expre!:.~ed this opmion m a 

brochure he published in Russian in that year. l64 
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Slo/1iml>ki wal> throughout his public life a "Hebralst."165 He was a pin~leer 

in the trcmt'ndou~ effort to revltalIze and invigorate Hebrew. He promoted this 

process through mtroducmg, in his books and Ha-Tsefirah, a vocabul .. ry of technical 

terms crcatcd partly by hlml>elf. Indeed, the Joint effort of maskilim such as 

Slol1lml>ki facIlitated the renaissance of the Hebrew language. They expedited the 

cmergcncc of movement~ which transformed Jewil>h uniquene!'.!'. into a modern 

identity.166 

Fmally, a contcmporary critic of Jewish literature, Abraham Jacob Paperna 

(IX4X-IYIY),J67 celehrated Slommski's competence ta demonstrate that the 
Hcbrew language is developed ta such a degree that scientific works can be written 
in Hehrew, [sInce It l!'. obvlOus that] the author knows how ta use the language 
weIl.I~ 

The Hebralsm of traditional Jewish intellectual life as weil as the Haskalah 

prompted Sloniml>kl to commence his public activity relauvely early. His strate!,')' 

éumed at a graduaI transformatIOn of Jewish attitudes, focusing on the possible 

harmony between tradiuonal roots and the Enlightenment. For Sloniml>ki. like other 

contemporary conservatlve Eastern European maskilim, the Haskalah movemcnt 

nltercd reconclliatlon, not a struggle. 169 
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NOTES 

l.Slonim is situated in the valley of the Shchara, a tnbutary of the :\fcmun (Ncmunas) 
river. The city arme as a fortified pOInt, deve10ped into a reglol1al market, and 
became part of Lithuama ln 1316. Slonim ~crvcd as an aùmllmtrallve and t:CU!\OllllC 
centre for the distnct of Grodno. The Poli~h Sejm [natIonal pllrh'lI11l'ntJ. «':011\ eneJ 
in Slomm between 1631-16H5, and annuai falrs were helJ 111 the city Th~ kw:-. 
settled in Sionim carly in its hbtory. The tir~t documentary ~\ H.knce ul thclr 
communal exbtence dates back to 1551. The Jew~ a~sllmed a pivota] ruk III the 
economic life of Sionim. They were engaged in the whuk~ak trade 1[1 tur~. 11Illt:~. 
wheat and umber, in crafts, and operated mill~, in addItion to invo]vement III tlle 
tradiuonal occupation~ of contractmg, purveying, ]ea~Ing klldal prJvd~ge ... , and 
distilling and selling alcoholic beverages. 

2.Kressel, Cyclopedia, vol. ii, 357. 

3.See above, Chapters 1 and II. 

4.For an analysis of his career see above, chapter Il. 

S.Kalman Lichtenstein, liA Monograph on SlonIm 's Jewl~h Hl~t()ry," Pll1~a~ SI0111f.1l 
[Hebrew: The Chronicle of Slomm] (Tel AVlv: N.D.), XXXIII-XLI. 

6.Lichten~tcin. Slonim XXXIII-XLI. Llchtcmtem tllrth~r hlghllghb the plllellllC 
between ~evcral of R. Slllmshon'~ dl!lciplt:~ who became promment rnitnagcdim. and 
hasidic advDcate~. 

7.LichtenMem, "Slomm" 12. For Maimon's blography, st!e abme. '~harter Il. 

8.Slutsky. Haskalab 12, 

9.Lichtenstein, "Slonim" XXXVIII. 

lO.Hershberg, Bmlvstok. vol i, 236. 

l1.Many of hls writings, notably in Ha-Tsefirah, were slgned wnh the~e 1Illtiab. ThL: 
use of an acronym as a signature has a long tradition in Hebrew ]etter~. 

12.An early biographer of SIonimski, Nissenbaum. "Slomm~ki." 1 alld Krc~~el, 
C,,~lopedia. vol. ii. 504, give the 25th of Adar Sheni as h)~ 11lfth-Jate, whcrea ... 
Hershberg, Bialvstok, vol. i, 236, Ii~ts the 21st of Adar Sheni. 

R. Isaac ~issenbaum (1868-1942), was a rabbi, Ht'brew wnter. and a religIOu" 
Zionist activist in Poland. He is famous for the time he ~pent JO BlaJy~t()k. 
Slonimskfs birthplace, serving as the secretary of R. Samuel ~oh)levcr, the tf'rcmmt 
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religious Ziom~t leader at the tum of the century, and chief rabbi of Bialystok. 
NI~~el1baLJm, moreover, wa~ one of the later editors of Ha-Tsefirah. 

1J.J It;r~hberg, BiaJ~ in both voJume~, l~rovides information about the Slonimskis' 
latcr deed!'.. Sec e~peeially, vol. i, 420, and vol. ii, 34 and 112. 

14.Ei~en~tcm, "Sl()nim~kl" 127. 

15.N J~!-'enba um, "Slomm~kj" 1. 

16.N i~senbalJm, "S)onim~kI" 1. 

17.ThJ~ hOlJ~c ot ~tlJdy Y'as estabhshed by Nekhes and his daughter Leah in 1820. It 
wa~ the t'Irst Bcit-Midrash ta be built outside the communal synagogue's court yard. 
Duc tn the population growth Bialystok experienced in thŒe days (see above, 
chapter II), the two exi~ting hou~e!:. of study, which were adpcent to the synagogue, 
could not accommodate the surgmg demand. The whole street was Jater named after 
tlm Bcit·Midrash. Thu~, Nekhes reinforced his leadership position in the community, 
by rc~ponding to an acute demand. Hershberg, Bialystok, vol. i, 276-7. 

IH.Her~hberg, 13J<dystok, vol. 1, 278, Iists severa! names. 

19.Hcr:,hhcrg, Blalystok, vol. i, 192. 

20.Sec below. 

21.The tir!!t indlcation~ of a Jewl~h settlement in this town, !:.ltl.luted south-cast of 
[3J:Jlystok. can he traeed to the end of the fifteenth century. An Important 
commercIal centre, Zahludow was the venue for several meetmgs of the Lithuanian 
Jewi!o.h Councll dunng the ~eventeenth century, when its exemplary wooden synagogue 
wa~ huilt. 

In conjunction with the deve)opment of its weaving and tanning industries in 
the course ot the nineteenth century, the Jewlsh population ot Zabludow grew 
com .. lderably, and the Jews formed a majority of its in habitants. 

Z2.A survey of the index in Hershberg, Bialystok, vol. ii, 469, clear!y indicates the 
Importance ot thls family anù the diversity of its activities. See vol. i, 228-9 and 233-
234, WhlCh provllks details on the achlcvements of Zabludowski's descendants. 

23.Hershberg, Blalvstok, vol. i, 214, depkts his career. 

24.Her:,hherg, Bialvstok. vol. i, 233, where more sources, such as the carving on his 
tomb and bibhography are discussed. 

25.For an analy~ls of thc:;e periodicals, see below, chapter IV. 
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26.Hershbrrg, Bi lYili2..k. vol. i, 284, lists him tirst among the: twel\l..~ "mo~t rc~pcl:tabk 
men of the [Jewi~, 1] street and its environs," i.e. of the COmlllUIllty that establishn\ \llt.' 
Beit-Midrash. 

27.The title i~ a playon worùs, Waters of tht: Strt::am or W,ltel DI MIellat. tltt" 
author\ first name. 

28.Zinberg, I-lIstm:y. vol. xi. 179. 

29.Eisenstein, "Slonimski" 127, me nt ions, wi thout providlllg !'!peclilc detal!!'!, Iha t tlll[ l!l~~ 
3lonimski's childhood in Bialystok, "He learneù elementary German tmlll a Ill~a[-h) 

village smith, and borrowed the neccssary books from a tm~ml." 

30.Zinberg, Hi~torv, vol xi, 180. 

31.See abave, chapter II. 

32.See abave, chapter II. 

33.For their biogr,-' ,)hle~ see abave, chapter l. 

34.Nicolas Slonimski, Perfeet Pitch 24-25, anù GUlerman, Jewl\h Penn!llca! 255. who 
quotes Antoni Slonimskl. 

35.Nissenbaum, "Slonim~kl" 1. 

36.Now known a~ the Ltthuanian capItal VilniUS, ib Polt~h [Jarne I~ Wllno, Rm\lan 
Vilna, known 10 the Jew~ a~ Vllne, commonly Romamzeu a!'! Vilna, For il hl!'ltllrtCal 
survey of Vilna\ Jewl~h communay, see Israel Cohen. VIlna (Phtl,H.lelphla: '1 he 
Jewlsh Publication Society of America, 1943). 

Joseph Klau~ner pre~ents a p\ethora ot pTlmary ~,Ollrce~. III aJdlllon to dIl 
integrative analysis. In hl!'l Vilna ba tkufat ha-Gann: ha milhamah ha-ruhanit vcha­
hevratit ba-kehilat Vilna ba-tekufat ha-Gra [Hebrew: VIlna DUfll1g the Penmj <lI the 
Gaon: the Spiritual and SOCial War 'n the Cummulllty ot Vilna Dunng the Tllm: (JI 
"Ha-G r"a"] (Jeru~alem: 1942). 

For an exammatlon of the literary, cultural and polttical !'.Ituatlon ln Villlil 
during this period. !'lee Stanislawski, Gordon 8-12. Note e~peclal1y lm, overall 
appraisal, that "Vilna shone as one of the brjghte~t ~tar~ 10 the t'Dn~tellatllln Dt Jcwl~h 
life in Eastern Europe." 

Set! David Aberbach. "Vilna and the Literature of Refurm: 1 ~25-1 H55," G !enda 
Abramson & Tudor Parfitt. cds .• The Great Tran~itl(Jn: The Remwrv of the I.mt 
Centers of Modern Hebrew Llterature (Oxford: Center lm Pmtgraùuatc StuÙ1C:-'. 
1985), 99-102. for an under!'ltanding of the ~alient featurc~ of the Hebrew litcrary 
centre establisheù in Vilna during the same pcrioù. 

37.See above, chapter Il. 
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38.The ShapIro printlng hou~e of Zhitomir, owned by descendants of the Baal Shcm 
Tov\ di!'.ciple R. PhInca~ of Korets, was indispensable for hasidic literature. Romm's 
pre!'.!'. in VIlna puhIJ')hcd ~omc maskilic books. Since the bulk of the output con~isted 
of ~tandard relIglou,> worb, howevcr, which were purchased by traditionalist orthodox 
Jew~, the puhlI .. her wa'> cxtremely cautious not ta orint any volumes that might be 
percelved a~ ht.:fetlcal. \Vherea~ the Romm Pre~~ (which did accept a number of 
cOn!-.crvatlvc ma.,kilic worb) had a monopoly on the printing of Jewish books in 
Llthuama untIl 1 S62, it wa~ ImperatIve for Slonimski to gain its acceptance. See 
Shmcruk, YH.llbh 162. 

3<J.Tscmah T~amnvon, Ha-Meassef: The Fir~t Modern Penodical in Hebrew 
~ 

[Hchrcw] (Tel AVlv: UnIver~ity Publishing Projects, 1988), 41. 

40.Sl'C Raphael Mahler, "Ahraham Stern's Lobbying for the Exemption of Hayim 
Zelig SIt)nim~kl from the Togtsctl'," [Hebrew] Heawa.r9 (1962), 107-112. 

41.Nls~cnbaum, "Slonim~kt 1. 

42.Elscn~tclI1, "Slomm!>ki" 127. 

43.EI~em.tclll, "Slomm~k( 127. 

44.Amllng lm puhlicatlom wa~ the mathemutical work ~lishnat ha-Middot In Hebrcw 
[The Stlldy ot \-1ea~ure~l whlch appeared In German tran~latlon In 1880. 

45.ln Rcuven I3ramm'~ perlOdlcal in Hebrew Mi-Mizrah u-mi-~Ia'arav [From East 
anti We:-.t J ot lXlJ4 he puhlIshed two fragmenb of a bOOi{ in which he attempteù to 
~yntht:~lze mudern ~clence with traditional J uùi.ll::,m. 

46.St'l.! above, chapter II. for his career and the foundatio'l of the Musar movement. 

47.SI()mm~ki also pub)i~hed In these periodicals, see below. 

4S.Eben~tcin, "Slonimskl" 127. 

49.Jehudah David Ei~en~tem, the entry "Slonimsky, Haim Zelig," The J_ewish 
Fnc,yc!opedla (New York. 1905), vol. xi, 409. 

50.KHI Kitvey David Frischman: ve-Mivkhar Targomav [AH of David Frischman's 
Wntll1g~: und a SelectIon of hls Translations) (Warsaw: Merkaz. 1924), vol. ii, 27. 

51.Nahum Soko)ov. Ishim: Ktavim Nivharim [Hebrew: Personalities; Selected 
Wnt1I1gs] (Jerusalem. 1955), 135. 
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52.zinberg, Histol)', vol. xii, 27. 

53.Morrb Neiman, A Centurv of Hehrew Literarv Cnticlsm 17~4-1 ~:-\·l l New Ym k: 
Ktav Publishing House, 1983), 123. 

54.Neirnan, Criticism 179. khudah Leib SOSl1ltz colb:teù anù cdneù .In antholuh-'Y 
ofSlonimski\ artIcles, entltled Maamre Hokhmah, [E~says in SCience, \\'ar~aw, HN Il. 
It gathers together features mostly From Ha·Tscfirah. 

55.0ne of the three pnncIpal Jewi~h communitlC.!~ in Llthu:IflIil. Groùno. or IIllwdno, 
received its charter From Grand Duke Witold alreuùv ln 13S9. Thou~h 1t hall tu be.\r . ~ 

the bru nt of violent opposItIon from lo~al inhabitants and the con~cqUL~nœ~ 01 ImcIgn 
invasions, Grodno became a noted centre ot Jewl~h learnlIlg. a~ 01 thc ~Ixll.:enth 
eentury. Dl~tmgul~hed rabbl~ and scholar~ ~uch a~ Mtmkchal Jalte t:arnl'd 
Grodno/Horodno the honour of bemg prnnounced lIar-Adonai. Hdm.'w lOf "the 
mountain of God." Economi.:ally, the mam JcwI~h occupatIun..,. were commerce, 
primarily in agricultural and timber producb, and cralt~. 

As Grodno was a kadmg member of the Lnhllunl;'Hl Jt:wl~h CouncIl, and the 
seat of the Lithuanian ~tatc court of appeal. Il a~~umeJ the rc~pun~lhlltty lor th~ Lare 

of Jewlsh affairs in general, whIle undertaking Jewl~h ùekncc In hhcl C;l';e~ m 
particular. 

The fIrst Hebrew bODk to be publi~hed in Llthuania. wa.., pnntt:Ll III Grodno 
in 1788, on the royal pres~. A second Hebrcw pre~~. t:~tabll~hcLl Ir1 Grodno 111 17')3, 
formed the core nt the cekhrated pnntmg and publt~hll1g hou..,e ()wn~ù by tilt.: Rlllllll1 

family. Thu~, thelr carly publJcatJ()n~, including Slontm~kï~ "o..,dc lIokhmah. Imre 
the imprint "Vilna and Grodno." 

56.Ni~senbaum, "Slommski" 1. 

57.The Rosenthal family rt'~ided in Blalystok ami Vilna. 80th hranche~ Ùl~t1l1gtmhed 
themselves as active supporters of the Haskalah\ eùucational enterpme. In VIlna 
the Rosenthab utllized thelr intluence at the Tsar'~ court to ~ecure a permit to open 
a schooi in the spIrit of the Haskalah. Sub~equently they provajeLl the IUl1lh requlred 
for its establishment. In turn, the institutlOrl's Pnnclpal wa~ \l~~an RŒenthal; he 
hired many young promIs mg maskilim. Notable among them wa~ \!1orùechal Aanm 
Gunzburg (commonly known by hi~ acronym Ra~lu"G 17Y5-1 H46). a renowned 
Hebrew writer and int1uential critic, see Klau~ner, Hi~torv, vol. v, ll1Ùlœ~. 

In 1838 \1:oyshe Rosenthal met the RU~~Jan ~lm~ter ot the Intenor, (ount 
S.S. Uvarov. Ro~enthal represented a group ut maskilim \eekmg help trom the 
authorities ta mtroduce the teaehing of Russléln and other European language~ ln 

Jewish sehools. Uvarov told them that oppositIon trom traùlt!onal rabbl~ hmùereù 
the prospect for their admlttedly po~itive request. See Shatzky. Haskaluh X6, XX anù 
97. 

58.Nissenbaum, "Slonimski" 2. 
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59.P{)~voler (d. July 29, 1836) served in his youth as rabbi in the Lithuanian town of 
Po!'.vol. Thu!'. he acquired hl~ name. In 1802 he moved to VIlna where he became 
a head of tht.: rabbinic court. Po~voler contrihuted to the rabbimcal works of severa] 
conwmporary orthmlox writers, although he left no independent literary work. 

Posvolcr wa!> dbtIngui~hed as the only tradltlOnalist rabbI of the time who 
alfixed a Iettt.:r of approbatIon ta RabbI Isaac Ber Levinsohn's 1828 work. Teudab he­
Yisrael. Levm~ohn (1788-1860), known by the Hebrew acronym RIBa"L. was 
cdchrated lor bemg the father of the Haskalab movement in Russia. This famous 
mamte~t() played a pioneenng role introducing the Haskalah to Russia, as It exhorted 
the Jew~ lo learn European languages and apply them!!elves to manual and 
agncultural labour. See Immanuel Etkes, intro.. Isaac Baer Levinsohn's Te'udah 
Bc'Yisrael [Te~tlm()ny In hrael] (Photocopy of the VIlna and Hamdnn edttion, 1828). 
[Hehrewj (Jcru~alçm: The Zalman Shazar Centre, 1977), 12. 

In additIon, Po~volçr awarded a letter of approbation lo a work by VJlna's 
Ieadmg maskil, R. ~ordechai Aaron Gunzburg (see abave). Klausner, History, vol. 
iii, 122. 

60.Raism, lIaskalah 199. 

61.Sce above. 

62.Eisen~teIn, "Slonimskl" 127. 

63.EI~en~tcln, "SIonIrn~kj" 127, who observes with appreclatlon that "SIonimskïs 
carccr I~ an cxample of sclt-education." See also Neiman's cornpanson between 
Mose~ ~lcndebsohn, Isaac Ber Levinsohn, and SIommski. who were not only 
autodldacts, but were abo "unIversally honoured." Nelman. CrnlcIsrn 116. 

64.El~en~tem, "Slommskl" 127. 

65.Zmberg, Historv, vol xi. ISO. 

66.Nclman, CriticIsm 146. 

67.Her~hberg, Bialvstok. vol. i, 237. 

68.A second edltion of Kokhva De-Shavit, with supplements. was published in 1857. 

69.Eisen~tem, "Slonimski" 127. 

70.Eiscnstein, "SIommski" 127. 

71.Brainin, Lebns-Bukh 18. 19, and 35. 

72.Shatzky, War~ vol. H, 126. 
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73.Mahler, "Stern" 107-112. 

74.Nissenbaum, "Slonimski" 3. 

75.Shatzky, Warsaw, vol. i, 284. 

76.Nicolas Slommski. Stern's great-grand~on, repeats, in hl~ Perkct Plteh, 22. an 
anecdote he heard from hls family of the meetmg and its Clrcum!ltanCL:~: Stern wa~ 
invited ta "demonstrate his arithmetical prowe~~ to T~ar Akxander 1. an L:\II.1nnhnary 
honour for a Jew. A court adJutant propo~ed a mathemattcal prohkm. The l\ar. 
who himself dabbled in science, dipped hl~ qUIII pen into tnk and hegan hls 
calculations on a large sheet of paper. No ~ooner had he reachl'd hl'> prdlll11l1ary 
arithmeucal operation, however, than [Stern] announceu the :-,olutlon. The ï\ar 
looked at him qUlzzaclly. 'The machine IS good.' he ~ald, 'hut the JL:W I~ h,ILl' lt wa!> 
indeed a senous breach of etiquette to outsmart the ~()verL:Ign." 

77.For the history of thls institution sec Sahma Levm. "The War~;l\v Rabhll1lCal 
Academy, 1826-1863," [Hebrew] Gal-Ed Il (1989), XXXY·ILVIll. 

78.Pinkas Ha-Kehilot: Encvclopedia of JewI~h C()mmumtle~: P()land: Vol. IV: War<,aw 
and Its Region (Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Yad VaShcrn, 1<)89),34. 

79.See below. 

80.Shatzky, Warsaw, vol. Il. 126. 

81.Nissenbaum, "Slomm~kl" 2. 

82.See below. 

83.Mahler, "Stern" 107-112. 

84.See Mahler, "Stern" 107-112. 

85.See above. 

86.Shir was born in Lemberg, Galicia, (Lwow) of a celebrated dyna~ty that clalCned 
many rabbis and scholars. During his childhood, Shir Immersed hlm~elf pnmanly 10 

traditional Jewish sources. but also in secular studies. notably In the ~CJences. 
Shir was a rabbi. and travelled often, mamlv wlthm the bound(mc~ of the ., 

Habsburg Empire. Following a short residence In Brody, a major Haskalah center. 
Shir resided in Tarnopol. where he combatted the local HasidilJl. From 1 X40 to 11I~ 
death, Shir was the Chlef Rabbi of the large Jewish comIT'..LnllY in Prague. He 
associated, with other doyens of the Haskalah movement, ~uch a~ Krochmal (~el! 

below), Zunz, and Luzzato. This interaction enriched hls schola~tJc aptltudl! 
immeasurably . 
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Shir WU!I a prolJfic writer. He probed a variety of Jewish subJects, biblical, 
Talmudlc and Gaonic. Shir, moreover, was an eminent Hebraist. He published 
biogrup/ucal sketches of dl~tingulshed figures such as R. Saadia Gaon. His studies 
ln Jewi~h hi~tory paved the way for further research in thls field, by applying critical 
method!l. 

Furthermore, Shlr compo!led pamphlt:ts opposing hasidic mysticl~m on t.he one 
hand, and the a!l~lmilat()ry tendency espoused by the Reform movement in Judaism, 
on the other. He advocated, however, a conciliatory and integrative approach 
toward!) the aùherents of both these ideologics, so as to maintam a united JewIsh 
community. 

87.Krochmal\ goal wa~ to emulate Maimonides, and guide the Intelligentsia of his 
tlme mtn reconCllmg Judalsm with modern ~ecular knowledge. He is considered the 
father of Jewl~h cultural natlonalism leading ta Ziomsm. Furthermore. Krochmal was 
intluenced by Hegelian phIlosophy of national growth and decline. His philmophy 
of Jewl~h tllStory I~ founJ in ~I(}reh Nevukhe ha-Zeman [Hebrew: The GUide for the 
Perplexed of the Age], thls magnum opus was published posthumously in 1851. 

The chid alm of thlS work was to integrate the epic of the Jewish pt!Ople into 
world hl~tory. Krochmal cluuned that the Jews were under the influence of the 
"Absolute Splflt" that manifests itself in history. The "Ab~()lute Splfit," whlch 
Krochmal idcntltIes with God, shaped the national and rel iglOus character of the 
Jews. Thu!l, Krochmal tacIlltatcd the shlft of attentIon from JudaI!lm a!l an abstract 
rcligHHl, 10 the active ~Ide of J udaJ!lm whlch IS expressed through the deeds of people. 
He adVOl:atcd a more Itberal attitude in Jewish socIety. so a!l to ~ecure a consl~tent, 
productIve natIonal regeneration. 

8KA revl~ed and amendeù edmon of this book appeared in Zhitomir in 1866, where 
Slommskl reslded at that Ume. 

89.See Ha-Entsilopedyah ha-Ivrit [Hebrew: Encyclopedia Hebrmca] (Tel Aviv: 
Encydopedia PublIshtng Co .• 32 vols. with 2 Supplementaries. 1949-83). vol. xxi, 353, 
where Slonim~kl is cited in approval. 

90.Davld Patterson. "Moving Centres in Modern Hebrew Literature." Abramson, 
Great TranSItion 6. 

91.Judah Leib Gordon had similar expenences, though more severe. See 
Stanislawski, Gordon 81. 

92.Nissenbaum mentions Kerem-Hemed. Ha-Yonah. Ha-Leva non. Ha-Maggid. Ha­
Tsefirah, Beit ha-Talmud Z. Frankel's monthly Ha-Kerem, and Ha-Assif. 

93.See above. 

94.Stanislawski, Nicolas, 113. 
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95.Stanislawski, Gordon 15, de scribes Pirhey-TsafoD as " ... the l'irst Ilehrew IIterarv 
periodlcal in the Russian Empire. This very mode~t col!ectlOn wa~ piallned il'; an 
annual conduit of Haskalah prose and poetry, but had ~o mea!lly an audience that JI 

collapsed after two issue~. Still, it set an important pleceùent a~ the hr~t t:\ample of 
what would soon become the dominant vehlcle of Jewi~h Enllglltl:!Iment III Ea~tl'rn 
Europe." 

96.Neiman, CriticIsm 123, and Zinberg, History, vol. xiI. 7. Kllvner, while applaudlI1g 
the beauty of Eichenbaurn'~ poem~, expre~~ed regret tor Elchenhaum\ o\'l:rextemkd 
devotion of time to art. Kovner complained that Eichenhaum\ mmt ta1110U~ poem, 
Ha-Qosem [The maglcwn], focused on anClent Eb'YPt rather than currelll Jewl~h hlt-. 
By contrast, his poem about the chess game, Ha-Krav [The battle] wa~ LClebratl'd hy 
Zinberg for Its articulate deplction of the game in btblical Hebrew. 

97.Pineles was born in Au~trian ea~tern Galtcla. and moved tl1 Brody \I,:hen he wa ... 

fifteen, where, while workmg ln trade, he studied the German language anù ~C1eI\Ce~, 
especially mathernatlc~,and calculatlons regardlOg the Jcwl~h calenlbr. He pllhll~hed 
articks in the field as of 1835. In the early ISSOs. PJnc\e~ moved tD Oùe~sa. 1 le 
tater resided in the Romaman city of Galatz. In addition to hl!l kngthy polemlc Wlt Il 
Slonimski, Pincks abo wrote katures rcgardmg Jud,lI~m anù current atfaH~ III 1141-
Maggid. 

98.Gottloher (1 ~ 11-1899), wa~ a maskil, a rcscarchcr. and I-Icbrew and Ylddl~h wnter 
who spent mo~t ot 11ls IIfe wandenng through Ea~tern European Jewl!lh COml1llll1Jtle~. 
He wa~ active ln Jewl~h penodlcab, becarnc a ZlOl1I!lt ln the later part of lm Ille, and 
was an astute ob~erver ot human nature. 

99.Abraham Baer Gottlober, Memoirs and Traveb Ed. hy R. Guldberg [1-IcIHC\vj 
(Jerusalem, Bmlik Instaute. 1976).23, quoted trom I1a-\'laggid l~ (IH74). 418. 

lOO.Pineles describes Stra~hun's mediatory role ln Ha-\Iaggid 1 tJ. (J ~S8), 14tJ 

lO1.Lichtenfeld was born ln Lublin and studied mathematic~ and European langllagc~ 
alongslde the traditlonal rabbimc education. Lichtenfdd puhll!lheJ Imtructlon hoob 
in mathematics such as Yediot ha-Shiurim (The Knowledge ot Algcbra], Wémaw, 
1865. His polemic with Slonimski extended into the IH70s. Lichtenfelù l~ abo known 
as the father-m-Iaw of the distinguished Yiddl!lh writer. !.L. Paetz. 

l02.The term is derived from Genesis 41 :45. Then!. Jmeph earned thl~ mIe thank~ 
ta his unique ability ta interprct dreams. A literai tran~lation of the phra~é pJ()vldc~ 
for fla person capable of deciphering a code." 
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103.Brainin, Lcbu·Bukh 19 and 375. Brainin recounts how his grandfather, an 
Orthoùox Jew ~teeped in tradition, told him that even if Slonimskl writes that two and 
two are four it is tantamlJunt ta heresy! 

104.Far the history of Kerem-Hemed see below, chapter IV. 

1 05.Kres~el, Cyclopedia, vol. ii, 505. 

106.See below. 

l07.See above for a detailed account of Stern's career. Nicolas Slonimski, Perfect 
Pitch 2 J -23. reports that his "mother said that he [Hayim Zelig Slonimski] had 
invented the eleetric telegraph, but never patented it." (P. 22) And Nicolas Slonimski 
further deplcts an eplsode In which the Soviets claimed, by vlrtue of Slonimski's 
proJl'ct, tht: credit for that Invention in August 23, 1952. 

1 OKEi~)enstein, "Slollim~kl" 128, and Mahler, "Stern" 111, cite addltional coverage in 
the Ru~sJan and German press. The Russian weekly of St. Petersburg in 1840, the 
Lithuanian Courier JO 1841, and the Prussiche Konigliche Staats Zeitung [German: 
The Prussian Koenigsberg Journal] in 1841, reported thls invention. 

l09.A~ his grandson NIcolas proudly quates, in his Perfeet Pitch, 15, the "Russian 
Encydopedia." not (Jnly awarded him a formIdable entry, but abo "described him as 
an emment Hebrew scholar and scienti~t." 

Il O.Stam~lawskl. Nicolas 7. 

Il I.See abave, chapter l 

112.Wem, Pinkas War~aw 34. 

113.NI~~enhaum. "Slommskl" 3. 

114.Guterrmm. Jewish Periodicals 23. 

115.Nlssenhaum. "SIommski" 4, lists them: Jacobi, [who, as noted above, helped 
Sionimski JO hi~ futile attempt to acquire residence rights in Warsaw in 1842, and had 
sinœ moved flOm Koemgsberg to Berlin], Relss, Eideler, and other!), including the 
noted represemative of \\;issenchaft des Judentums, Dr. Michael Sachs. who later 
recommended Slonimskl for composing the book commemorating Humboldt's career 
(see below). 

116.Humboldt was widely acclaimed as an indefatigable collector of scientific data 
and was assignd as tutor to the Prussian Crown Prince, the future Friedrich Wilhelm 
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IV. The former East Germany's main university in Berlm was niimeLl atter 111111. and 
so was the Ocean current off the coast of Peru. 

Humboldt'~ initial specialization was minmg. He travdkù mtenslvelv 
throughout Europe and South America. Th\."! expenence he aeL}l11red ln thl'~~~ 
expeditions proved vital for Humboldt's pioneenng and mult1ùl~cipllJ1ary rescan:h 111 

nature. The~e studles included topies sueh a~ botany, CllJllatolu!,1)', torc~try, 
meteorology, oceanology, and vokanolobry. As a result ot the dl!lIcult les he 
encountered whlle climbing the Ande~, Humboldt became the [ml per~lln 10 a~Cf1\le 
mountain sickness ta a lack of oxygen in the raretied (J1r of great helghb, 

117.Hershberg, Bialvstok, vol. i, 239, and Guterman. JewI!'Ih Pef1mhcah 25.3. 

U8.See above. 

119.David Fnschman, Ha-Tsefirah Jubilee Volume 
Publications, 1912), 95-99. 

(War~aw: lIa-Tselimh 

120.The second edition in 1874, and the revised thlrd eLÎItlon In 18H5, buth III 

Warsaw. 

121.The introduction is bi-lingual, in Hebrew and German. 

122.See below. 

123.HaYlm Zelig Sionimski, Ot Zikaron le-Alexander Von Humboldt. (Berlll1: 18:,()), 
11. 

124.A large proportion of the book IS dedicated to detaib ot lh()~e Journeys. See 
especially 12 and 16. 

125.See, for t'xample, 17-18. 

126.This sClentific literary an nuai appeared in London and LeipZig hetween IK47-4(), 
It was edited by ZVI Hir~h ben Yehezkcl PhI1ipow~ky (18In-1872). The puhlIcatlon 
assembled features dealmg with the JewI~h calendar, a~tronomy, hl~tory and Hebrew 
literature. In 1851 Phllipowski printed a cntical edItlOn of Sefer ha-Ibbur [The Booy 
of Intercalation]. of Abraham lbn-Yikhye. In 1868 in London PhIlJp()w~kJ pubhshnl 
his own research about the Jewish calendar entltled :\locd ha-:\Ioadim [The Holiday 
of Holidays], where he denounced SlonIm~kI. Slommskl re~p()nded in Nahum 
Sokolov's Ha-Assif (Warsaw: 1885), vol. i, Pan 2, 14-16. 

127.Also known as Knesset Yisroel [Hebrew: The Congregat)(Jn ut brael], It appearcd 
in Berlin. 

128.Levinsohn, Warsaw 172, 297-298, and 335. Wein, Pinkas War~aw. 42. 
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129.Slonimski dedicated the ',york to R. Berish Hacohen Yoelsh a contemporary 
Hungarian maslol from Transylvania. Yoebh apparently furni~heu Sll)llimski with 
financIal assistance, WhlCh enabled the publication of hi~ manu~cnpt. Yoebh was III 

close contact with the Anglo-J eWlsh philanthropist, Mo~e~ Montefiore. The work wa'i 
revised anô republIshed In Warsaw in 1858. This sec'Dnd eÙltIon was repnnted tWH.:e: 
in Zhuomir, 1866, and Warsaw, 1880, during Slonimsk\ re~pective re~llknce in both 
cities. 

13D.For a comparison of Mendelssohn's and SIonimskl's carcers, sec helll\v, chapter 
VI. 

131.Kressel, Cvcloredia, vol. ii, 506, cites Lihenblum's Hctat Neurim [Hebrew: SIIlS 
of Youth] 

132.As mentioned above, Sionimski published the fir~t part of Ycssnde ha-Ibbur, Hl 

Warsaw, 1842. 

133.The book. revised and appended, was published in Zhitomir, 1865, anù 
reorganized for the third edition, pnnted in Warsaw, 1869. The book, moreovcr, was 
later translated into German and English. 

134.Eisenstein, "Slonimski" 128. 

135.Eisenstein, Otsar Israel. vol. vi, 203-4. 

136.Nicolas Slomm~kl. Pert"eçt 'pltch 23. The intorm:.ltlon b qur:tcù from an article. 
["Glorious Pagcs 10 the Hbto~)' Dt ~atlOnal SCience and Tcchnolol:,ry"], \Hltten by two 
Soviet mllitary engmeers. Lt-Cob. Gorodmchm •. !OÙ Shlyap()ber~ky, puhbheù m the 
Soviet Red Arrny paper Krasnaya Zvezda [The Red Star], of AUgll~t 11). '052." 
lehudah DaVid Eisen!>tem empha~lzes in The J eWl,>h Encvc!opedl:l -+ l (J. th:1I 'The 
syste:n of multiple te!egraphy pert'ccted by Thom~on (then aJready Lùrù KeJv \.; '1 

1858. \\las ba~ed on Slommskl's ùiscovery. 

137.Nicolas Slommski. Perfect Pitch 23. The account is taken from a SuvlCt 
periodical (see above). A copy of this broLhure was found at the Central Stute 
Historienl Archives in Lenmgrad. 

138.For the defimtive history of Odes!>a in general and its JewI~h cummumty in 
particular. see: Steve J. Zipperstein. The Jewish CDmmunitv of Ode..,~a trom 1794-
1871: Social Charactenstlcs and Cultural Develonmem (Lo~ Angele~: Lmver!>lty ot 
Califomm. 1980), and ltS ~omplimentmg amcle "Jewlsh Enlightenme:11 1I1 Ode~~a: 

Cultural Characteristics. lï94-1871." Jewl~h Socml Stuùles 44 (I9?52). l'J-3lJ. 

139.Ha-Melits·s debut was ùn September 29. 1860 (see be1ow. chapter 1'/)0 Zinberg, 
Historv. vol. xii, 20. applauds the popular sClentific amcles WhlCh SlOmm!:lKl publisheù 
in it. 
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140.For the history of the Pale of Settlement see above, chapter II.Ossip (J'Jseph) 
Rabinovitch utilizes this example to substantiate a bitter cumplaint against the Tsarist 
authorities, which he published in his Russian-Jewish newspaper Razvest, 1860. 

141. See helow, chapter IV. 

142.Gednliah Elkoshi, "The Hebrew Press in Wilno in the XIX Century," [Hebrew] 
Ht'awar 14 (1967), 82. 

143.See below, chapter IV. 

144.Elkoshi, "Wilno" 91. 

145.See below, chapter V. 

146.Klausner, History, vol. iv, 124. 

147.Guterman, Jewish Periodicals 3·5. 

148.Eisenstein, "Slonimski" 126. 

149.C uterman. Jewlsh Periodicals 28. 

150.Jacoh Shatzky, Jewi~h Educational Policies in Poland From lR06 to 1866 
[Yiùdi~hl (New York, YiddIsh Scientific Institut. YIVû, 1943), 195. 

151.Rohcrt M. Seltzer, Jcwish People. Jcwis:-: Thought: The Jewish Experience in 
Histury (New York, Macmllan Publishing Co., 1980), 583. 

152.Shatzky, Haskalah 125. 

153.1n a letter he wrote in 1864 ta Leon Rosenthal, Zinberg, Historv, vol. xii. 146. 
Rosenthal (1817·1887), was a fellow maskil and a Russian financier. one of the 
founders anù treasurer of the Sociely for the Promotion of Culture Among The Jews 
of RUSSIa. See below for information about his family. 

154.Baker, "Reassessment" 227. 

155.See below. 

156.Guterman, Jewish Periodicals 28. 

157.Shatzky, Educati ,n 193. 

158.Baker, "Reassessment" 226-7. 
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159.See below, chapter V. 

160.Eisenstein, "Slonimski" 127. 

161.1n addition, the Governor-General of Kiev was activL at that tlme in investigating 
the Jewish attitude toward science and languages. Neiman, CntlCÎsm 92-95. 

162.Zinberg, History, vol. xii, 146. 

163.He published his appeal in Kievlianin, as quoted by Zinberg, History, vol. xii, 
146. 

164.Zevi Scharfstein, History of Jewish EducatiC'n in Modern TImes [Hcbrew] 
(Jerusalem, Reuven Mass, 1960), vol. i, 332. 

165.A noteworthy example of Slonimski's acclaimed standing as a "Hebraist" is his 
entry in The Universal Jewish Encvclopedia, vol. xi, 569, which commence~ wlth this 
precise definition. 

166.See below, chapter VI. 

167.For an analysis of Paperna's career see Nelman, Criticl~m 175. 

168.Neiman, Criticlsm 179. Paperna referred also to other leadmg llehrew wnters, 
such as Mordechm Aaron Gunzburg, Abraham Mapu. and Sulornon Malmon (~ee 
ab ove, chapter II). 

169.Etkes, Teudah 12-13. 



.1 

1 

90 

Chapter IV 

Background TC) Ha-Tsetirab 

A. Warsaw in 1862 

War~aw was the capital of the PoIish-Lithuallian Commonwealth between 1595 and 

its final partition in 1795. The city was granted the privilege de non tolerandis Judaeis in 

1527, which meant that Jews were not allowed ta settle in the city.1 Oniy a handful of 

affluent Jews succeeded in clrcurnventing this barrier, and Jews established formidable 

settlements in the outskirts of Warsaw only in the seventeenth century. ln the eighteenth 

century the Jews hau ta purchase "day certificates" irom the city administration ta receive 

permission for temporary residence in Warsaw. Those who violated the mies were subject 

ta heavy penalties, including a fine and exile fram the city. The statute was abolished in 

1811 duriIlg Pru~sian rule, reinstated in 1815, aud eventuuHy annulled only in 186~. 

In the mid-mneteenth century Warsaw was the largest city and the leading political, 

cultural, and economic centre of Russian Poland. In the aftermath of the 1830-31 uprising, 

two powerfu! tendenClt:!s were vying for public support: Polish nationalism, and Tsarist­

insplred Russlfieatlon.2 The imtiation of Warsaw University followed a prolonged and 

comphcated politien! process.3 The campus was a hot-bed of Polish nationalism, and the 

fa cult y and students joined the ranks of the National Guard in the uprising against T~arist 

Russia in November, 1830. As a result the university was closed in 1832, compelling Poles 

ta study in Westerrrêtirope. 

Twenty-five years later, in 1857, the Royal Warsaw Medico-Surgical Academy was 

founded. Jews attended it, but they were forbidden admission to the pharmaceutical 

department. In 1862 it was incorporated into the Szkola Glowna as its medical faculty. 

Many of its alumni Jomed the ranks of the Polish army during the 1863 uprising. The 

academy soon emerged as the "the mainstay of education in the country, the gathering place 

for scholars and their pupils, representatives of various ideas and trends of opinion.,,4 

f One of the mast important factors in Warsaw's reality was its ethnically mixed 

population. Jews were the second largest group in this city, though the majority were 
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Roman-Catholic Poles. In the first de cades of the nineteenth centuI)' the Jewi~h commul1Ity 

enjoyed rapid demographic, l"conomic, and culture growth.5 A cont1iet perSI~!LÙ b.:twcen 

the mitnagedim and their basidic adversaries throughout the nillctccn1h century.6 The 

maskilim had their own synagogue, Neorim [tlle Enlightened]. The polcmlc contnbutcd 10 

the cultural growth, but caused an internaI division.7 A group of young maskilim, 1!1 

addition to aggressive professional publishers, facIlitated the centrahty of War~aw in Jcwl1>h 

literature in general, and Hebrew literature in particular, for Russian Jcwry commumtlC1> 

throughout the Tsarist Empire from the 1860s onward.8 
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8. The Periodicals 

UntJl the nineteenth century Hebrew was perceived by .;ews mainly as the Holy 

Tongue. Its pmition a~ a religious medium reflected the medieval definition of the Jews as 

a Holy Congregation. So the HSiskalah's attempt to ch . .tnge the Jews and adapt them to 

müdern Europear' standards required a transformation of the mIe of Hebrew. 

The Ea1>tern European maskilim and their readership were rooted in Judaism, and 

Hebrcw wa~ the language in which they stlldied and prayed. These modernizing intellectuais 

wantcd Hebrew to hecome a vehicle for criticaI stlldies, a:1d a medium for secular Iiterary 

creativltyY Htbrcw, moreover, had the merit of being poIiticaIly neutral in the conflict 

bctwt',;:n the Polish and Ru~,,:~n nations. 

Books were personally satisfying and conveyed the message of the Enlightenment. 

Nonetheless, It was casier to communicate with Hebrew readers through a different form 

of the popular literary media, the periodicals. The periodicals provided the most important 

arcna for publIc debate. ~mce the maskilim did not often consider books as the best means 

to dl: ~eminate thelr ideolo!:,'Y, because of the small demand for these works. whlch were 

often publbhed by the authors themselves, although throllgh the solicitation of 

prepuhhcatlon ~uh~cnbers, the Pn:!1umerenten. secured a moderate followmg. 

Better results were achleved by penodicals, as they offered a variety of subjects 

appealmg to a wIder readership. Yehudah Slutsky explains that whereas the YiddIsh press 

and penoùIcab appealed to the masses, and the Russmn-Jewlsh press was geared toward the 

Ru~slfied Jewlsh intelligentsia. The Hebrew periodicals were read mainly by the Yeshiva 

studcnts and the Baale-Batim. those members of the urban middle-cIass who were weIl 

versed in the BIble. toe Talmud. and rabbimc literature. lO The reader's thirst for CUITent 

news. ~md his growmg conSClOusness of a significant reality beyond the traditional Jewish 

orblt. encouraged the development of the Hebrew periodical from the Iow level of primitive 

didactlsm to that of a sophisticated instrument for the dissemination of higher knowledge 

from various fields and disciplines. 

The periodicals played a vital role in overcoming the suspicions of many Eastern 

European Jews who were initially averse to innovations. While they speeded up the 
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• development of the Haskalah movement and modern Hebrew litaature, they abo rcachl.'Ll 

a larger audience. They were usually the result of a group effort. appeared frequcntly, ami 

provided news and information on contemporé..ry lIfe, thus satisfying a ll1rgcr pu~hc intel e~t. 

At the sa me ume, the development of a wider interest in sCIence Ir\ general, and 111 

astronomy in particular, found a resona!lce in contemporary Romantlclsm, who~e mtentiun 

was ta harmonize human existence with nature. This aspect of the Zeitgebt a '\0 hclpl.'d If) 

the creation of a periodical devoted mainly to the sciences. 

l 
! 

In the Jev.ish sphere, the Romantic concept also began to stlmulat\:! ncw focus on the 

distant past when Jews were rooted in the soil of their homeIand, the Land of brat'l. The 

images of a healthy and heroic life were drawn from the Bible but they wcre u~ed 10 enLlor ... e 

the contemporary Enlightenment values of activism. Thus, using traditH.Jnal scurce~. the 

maskilim produced a camouflaged critique of rabbinic Judalsm and th-.: ghettOlzeLl JcwI~h 

life which it gulded, 

The ground was therefore prepared fOi the transformation of J udalsm lfI accordanCt.~ 

with the modern vision prescnbed for it by the Haskalah. The ma~kilim ImpartecJ cardully 

selected information about the sciences and news on world atfam) thmugh popular 

periodicals, WhlCh led ta a fundamental change in Jewish life. 

The penodicals. moreover, served as the tnbunes for the new Hehrew puhIICI~\~. The 

pioneenng Hebrew periodical Qohelet-Musar [A Preacher of Moralny], puhbhed hy :vtlJM~~ 

Mendelssohn in Germany In the 1750s, emphasized the need for the Jew~ to rc.=turn to nature 

and to thelr ancestral language, blblical Hebrew. Q()helet-Mu~ar promuteti optmm,m. 

European aesthetic values. and advocated a redistribution of Jewlsh occupatlom trom a 

concentration in trade ta more productive vocations in agnculture and the handicratt~. It 

called for a fundamentaI change in the tradltional Jewish educatlOnal CUrrIculum cfltÎClZlng, 

albeit imf.licitly, traditional doctrines and conduct.ll 

A similar manifesta was issued by Naphtali Berz Wesseley ln hl~ Divre Shalom ve­

Emet [Hebrew: Words of Peace and Tnah] in lï82, where he ditferentlated hetween the 

"human knowledge" and the "knowledge of the DIvine." Wesseley wl~hed Jewl~h ynuth lO 

blend the study of human society, modem European languages and the sClence~ wlth the 



l 

• 

94 

ob1\ervance of the rehgious requirements of Judaism. He even stressed that the "human 

knowJedge" preceded chronologlcally the ''wisdom of God."12 

Thl!. pattern continued m the Hebrew periodical Ha-Meassef, published in East 

Pru1\sm's capital Koenigsberg, In the late elghteenth and very early nineteenth century. Ha­

Meassef focused on publishing Hebrew hterature and poetry which conveyed Enlightenrnent 

Ideals, and studies concermng the Hebrew language, Bible, philosophy, and the Talmud. 

Furthermore, Ha-Meassef published a substamial arnount of features discLlssmg Jewish 

history, current events. and biographIes of outstanding Jews throughout the ages.13 

Kerem-Hemed appeared in Vlcnna between 1833 and 1843. It was co-edited by 

Salomon ludah Rappoport (SHI"R) and Samuel ludah Goldengred,H and became an 

important vehlcle of the Haskalab movement, notably among Gahcian and Italian Jewish 

~cholars. Kerem-Hemed boasted a more assertlve raie for the Jews in pohtlcs. It was less 

apologctlc and more natIOnahscic than other contemporary lewish periodlcals m Western 

Europe. notably Its German counterparts, in regard ta the future of the Jews and Judaism. 

Desplte nurnerous efforts ta establish a Jewish press for the lews of RussJan Poland 

and the Pale of Settlement, as early as 1823, vigorous and durable JeWlsh newspapers in 

Hebrew, YiddiSh, Polish, and Russian, appeared only in the late 1850s and early 1860s. In 

1823, Der Beobachter an der Weicbsel, [The Spectator on the Vistula], a bilingual newspaper 

in Pohsh and highly Germanized Yiddish, appeared for a short duration. It was a rather dry 

and umnsplred pubhcation, whosc main function was ta imolln tl.~ Jews of government laws 

and polIcles affectmg them. ln any case, there were not yet a significant nurnber of Polish 

Jews who could read the languages used in this paper. 

Most of tb~ early periodicals were collections of essays and poems with little relevancy ta 

thclr time. They were essentially products of the liberal atrnosphere of Russian society, 

associatcd wlth A.1exander II's "Era of Great Reforrn.,,15 

By the IS50s, the Haskalab movement grew stronger. More people were affected ~y 

ib spirit, and the opposition to it began ta weaken. These changes widened the horizons of 

formcrly insulated Jews. Many of them were now eager ta acquire knowledge concerning 

on a varicty of subJects, ranging from CUITent Jewish and world news, to the natural fciences 



and history. The conflict between different opinions in Russian-Jewl~h ~ociety found it~ 

expression in the Hebrew, Yiddish, and Russian-Jewi~tl press. The Jewl~h prc!'l~, e~pl'clally 

its Hebrew component, served as a major dnving force In the cultural revolullon WhiCh 

affected the transformation of Russian Jewry. 

The need for a continuous penodIcalliterature began ta he ~atl!'ltlcù 1Tl the late IH50~ 

and the acceptance of fne publication stImulated the need and mcrea!'.cù the ùcrnand for 

more periodicals, bath weeklies and monthhes. Ha-Maggid (Lyck, Ea~t Pru!'l~la), lIa-Knrmel 

(Vilna), Ha-Melits (Odessa), anrl Ha-Shahar (Vienna) were the ploneers in the cmcrgenœ 

of a modern Hebrew periodicalliterature. In contra st to the Russmn-Jewish pre~s, In WlllCh 

Russification dommated, the Hebrew penodicals were a platform for thl. Ideab ot thme 

maskilim who searched for a bndge betwecn the Haskalah and thclr talth, betwecn ~ecular 

European culture and JeWlsh culture in a Hebrew form. 

Most of the Hebrew penodicals were conservatIve, reflectmg the blography ot thclr 

founders, who were self-taught moderate maskilim, deeply rooted In Jewish culture, e.g. 

DaVId Gordon (edaor of Ha-Maggid), and Samuel Fin (editor of lIa-Karmel), In addition 

to Slommskl. The maJonty of the~e people were aho rc iIglOu~ly ()h~cr\'ant, and tncd 10 1 ind 

ways to prevent the dl~IntegratIon of JewI:;h ~oclety. They therdorc aÙvoc.ltcù graduai 

reforms and an extcmlon of JeWlsh creativlty. Sorne of them, wnh the exception 01 

SIommsIJ, helped ta e~tabhsh the carly pre-Herzlian ZIOnl!)t movemenb. whlCh trIcd tu rneld 

faith and enlightenrnent and to cultIvate the pubhc'~ knowledge of Hchrew language and 

literature. Nonethde~s. the mherent contradIctIOns m thl~ wnthe~l~ gradu.lIly hecame 

discernlble. 16 

The penodicals were the school for many hterary talents and enahJed them tu 

develop their abilities. Most of the poets and novelists of that tIrne h~gan thelr hterary 

careers in these periodicals. They published here flfSt and only later collected thelr work~ 

in books. Many used pseudonyrns. fearing the reactIon ta the Ir progre!)~IVe Vlews hy thclr 

cornmunity or uns ure of their talents. As the authors tended ta descnbe, e~pecJally at the 

onset of their career, evems in their environment, they brought literature c1()~e tu everyday 

life. 
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Though the literacy rate was higher in the Jewish sphere, th;s phenomenon was 

~imJlar to existmg patterns in the neighbouring European press. Severt! problems, however, 

cXl~ted due to the complicated sQ-;ioeCOnomic and political context in which Eastern 

Euror,.;:.m Jewry liv~d - the fundamentalist, isolationist segment of the rabbinate opposed 

ar/y ~crutmy of rehgJOus affairs, and the oligarchic communal leadershIp obJected to any 

C(JtJCl~m of It~ rule. The Hebrew language itself was not yet sufficiently developed to easily 

convcy modern concepts, ranging from SCIence, culture, and art, to world affairs. These 

pfl)blem~, coupled Wlth political subjugation ta the extemal authorities and censorship, 

affected the manner in WhiCh the maskilic writers, and Slonimski in particular, 

functioncd. 17 

Mmes Eliezer BCllenson (1835-1908), a prominent Hebrew wnter, analyzed the 

rca~ons WhlCh led the Tsarist authorities ta grant permission for the publication of Jewish 

pCIlodlcals, e~pccially In Hebrew. Most Jews could not understand Russian. The Yiddish 

vcrnacular was not yet wldeIy used In modern wnting. Sa the penodicals in Hebrew, the 

rc~pected hterary langllage ot the Jcws, could be read by many Jews who othefWlse had no 

accc~~ to modern European language and the necessary information It conveyed. Beilenson 

~ugge~tcd that thosc otficmb who penmtted the publIcatIon of Hebrew penodicals beIieved 

they would pubhclze the mynad of government laws :md regulatIons conceming the Jews and 

advance the government's al ms for th'.: Jewish commumty.18 

Furthermore, a pnmary goal of the Tsarist authoritIcs was ta foster the loyalty of the 

Jcw~ to Rw,sla by lending support to those Jewish leaders and wnters who praised the 

reglme. The penodicals would aIs a provide a badly-needed means of communicatIon for the 

variou~ Jewish commumtles of the Empire. They would provide a forum to deal Wlth Jewish 

affalfS that the gcneraI Russmn press was not interested in and would afford Jewish writers 

and mernbers of the Jcwish intelligentsia a proper vehicle for self-expression under the 

scrutmy of Tsarist censors. 

The lendmg Haskalah Hebrew publicatIons during the 1860s were Ha-Maggid [The 

Speaker] m Lyck. East Prussia on the Russian border; the liberal monthly Ha-Karmel in 

Vilna: and Ha-Melits [The Advocate] in Odessa. The first issue of Ha-Karmel appeared on 

July 14, 1860, after its editors Samuel Joseph Fin (1818-1890), and Dr. Aaron Goldenblum, 
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1 had overcome many excruciating political and bureaucratie obSVlc1es. Tl1lS new~paper 

focused on historical essays, literary criticülIll, and current affair~ anù It lasteù unt1l 1 SS 1. 1'1 

Several histonans described Ha·Karmel as the mo~t arid and un~ophlsticated ot aIl the 

Hebrew newspapers, reflective of the conservative nature of th~ Llthllaman Haskalah.20 

1 

On September 29, 1860, Alexander Tsederballm (1816-1S83) puhh~heù the flr~t 1~~1Il' 

of Ha·Melits in Ode~sa only after a diffict..lt struggk to obtalO government permls~lon 

Bolder and more politically involved than its fellow penoùicals, Ha·Melits wa~ recclveù wlth 

enthusiasm by the Hebrew readership and enjoyed a wide Circulation. 

Damel Neufeld (1814-1874) was a contemporary Pohsh Jewish ~cholar, eùucator, anù 

communal activist in Warsaw, whose pro-Polish views cameù hi~ temporary bamshment to 

Siberia. His career sheds light on the context in whi';h Slomm~kl opcrateù, a~ Neutclù 

personified tendencies Wlthin the Jew1sh community in Warsaw and the ùevclopment ot the 

Jewi~h penoùlcals. His staunch pro-Poltsh views, however, contraùlcted Slol11m!o.kl·~. 

Neufeld abo edlted the JewI~h section of a general Pohsh encyc1opedla, stuthed ~apolc()n \ 

Sanheùrm and hlS e~tablishment of a Con~lstory ln Poland. and tran~lated the Bible mto 

Polish. 

Neufeld advanced conservative views in religlous matters, was ~ympathetlc towarcJ the 

Hebrew language and lItera cure. but opposed YiddIsh a~ a stumbhng bluck to JewI~h 

progress. He favoured a scientific study of the JeWl~h heritage as a me am to mtegrate pa:-,t 

and present and called for a compulsory study of the Jewish religion, Hebrew. JewI~h hl~tOry, 

and the geography of the land of Israel as an integraJ part of a modermzeù JewI:-,h 

education al ::urriculum. He considered Hasidism a posiuve force, smce the hasidim were 

not closely allied with the Tsarist Russian regIme as many of the maskilim were. He hoped 
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that the hasidic rabhi!l would encourage Polonization of the Jews, since they were rooted in 

the P()li~h reglons In \\ r •• ch Russification dld not make hl:!adway. 

By c()ntra~t, Neufeld opposed the a~slmilatIOni!lt tendencies of influential maskilim 

In GaIicla, a tendent)' WhlCh he regarded as a break with the Talmudic erudition that 

charactenzetl Jewl~h IIfe. That tradition embodled, he argued, a successful synthesis of 

human ratlOnalI~m and polltlcaI astutene~s which preserved Jewish spirituality.21 Between 

1861*1863 NeufeId puhJJ~hed and edited the biImguaI Jewlsh weekly, Jutrzenka [Dawn, also 

known hy it~ Hebrew name Ayelet ha-Sbabar], WhlCh expressed Polish-Jewlsh solidarity 

durmg the upn~mg agamst RussIan rule in 1863. Its goals were the diffusion of secular 

knowledge and European culture, the encouragement of Jewish loyalty toward the re~tored 

Poh~h statc, and the ddense of the Jews agamst thelr enemies. Therefore Jutrzenka 

puhh~hcd ~tllljJe~ on PolJ~h Jewry in whlch NeufeId emphasized JeWlsh integratlOn inta the 

grcatcr Poh~h ~oclety, encouragcd a ~ynthc~ls of Jewlsh and Poli~h culture. and cultlvated 

Poli~h patnotJ~m. 

Haylm ZclIg SlommskI was acquamted Wlth a11 of the aforemennoned periodicals and 

felt th.1t Ea~tern European Jewry in general, and Rusllian Jewry in particular. were placed 

at a dlsadvanw.gt' due to the Jack of a Hebrew periodlcal devoted chiefly to the field of 

SCIence. He envisioned Ha-Tsefirab as the appropriate response ta fill in this lacuna.22 

Indeed, we wIll l'acus on lts goals. publication process, and contents in the next chapter. 

1 
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ln arder ta publish Ha-Tsefirah Hayim Zelig Slonnnski fad to overcome 

political and fin an cial problems. On Decernber 7, 1857 Slommski join~d a group of 

prominent maskilim in Warsaw who petitioned the inspector of the Warsaw 

education al district. This group included Hilary Nussbaum (1820-1895), a Jcwl~11 

educator and writer, Jacob Rotwand, the head of the Jewish commumty in Warsaw, 

and Jacob Eisenberg, the inspector of government schools for Jewish ChlldI cn. 1 

They requested a license to issue a weekly in Polish and Hebrew named Izraelita or 

Ha-Yisra'eli [The Israelite], prornising to concentrate on imparting sCÎcntIflc 

knowledge and high standards of morality, rather than politicr.2 

Slonimski lobbied simultaneously for a permit ta issue a Hebrew weekly. Zinherg 

celebrates Slonirnski's motivation: 

As soon as Ha-Melits and Ha-Kannel appeared, it became Slonirnski's only drcam 
to establish a journal, but with a definite goal: to disseminate "matters of wisdom and 
science" and. above a11, "knowledge and nature." After arduous efforts, he finally 
succeeded ... 3 

Slonimski knew that the only possible way ta obtain a publication Iiœnse was 

to apply directly to the Minister of Education in St. Petersburg, which he .hd m April, 

1859.4 He reminded the Tsarist officiaIs that Ba-Maggid was published ln Lyck, jU!lt 

beyond thee border in East Prussia, and was widely read by their Russian Jewish 

subjects. He argued that titis fact warranted the publication 'Jf a similar periodical 

in the Russian homeland, under their own jurisdiction and control.5 The application 

pro cess for the permit was both intricate and delicate. The authorities suspected that 

the tone of the intended publication would be pro-Polish.6 The Chief Censor of 

Jewish literature, C. Czersker, and his assistant, the prominent maskil Jacob 

Tugendhold (1794-1872), used their power and influence to impede the publication 
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of such an organ. Slonimski's request was officially rejected on July 9, 1859, and so 

wer.;! his renewed appeals.7 

Slonimski's wife, Sarah, was highly instrumental in the establishment and the 

management of the journal, exerting a substantial influence over its contents.8 

Indeed, Sarah Slanimski had excellent contacts with Tsarist officiais, and did not 

hesitate to utilize them for the benefit of Ha-Tsefirah.9 The intervention by friends 

of the Slanimskl family in the upper echelons of the Tsarist administration, and the 

liberal attitudes in the Warsaw bureaucracy - expressed in the permission granted to 

Daniel Neufeld ta publish Jutnenka-Ayelet ha-Shahar - secured a positive reply.lO 

The authorities granted Slonimski the permission to publish a Hebrew journal at the 

end of 1861.11 The original name of Ha-Tsefirah was Izraelita or Ha-Yisra'eli, 

[The Israelite], which corresponded ta the original group request. The new name 

implied optimism as the Jews herald a new era in their history.12 The content 

indicated a stronger Iink ta nature and the real world in accord an ce with the focus 

on scientific issues in Ha-Tsefirab.13 Ha-Tsefirab was not only the fust Hebrew 

newspaper in Warsaw. It was the only Hebrew newspaper ta be published in the 

Congress kiI1gdom, that is Russian Poland.14 Most of its readers, however, were 

Jews who lived aUlside the Polish lands - Russia, Lithuania, and the Ukraine.15 

The initial phase of Ha-Tsefirah was relatively short. Only twenty five issues, adding 

up to two hundred pages, appeared between February and July of 1862.16 

Hayim Zelig Slorumski advertised the forthcoming first issue of Ha-Tsefl1'8h 

in a prospectus circulated in the beginning of January, 1862.17 In this pamphlet he 

announced the faur basic purposes of Ha-Tsefirah. They resemble the reasons 

offered by Beilensan for Tsarist interest in the publication of Hebrew periodicals, 

albeit they were written in a more pragmatic manncr.18 The goals were: 

1. to announce official decrees relevant to the Jew~ and convey information on 

current events in the Empire; 

2. to present news and ta chronicle Jewish life in other countries, and ta provide 

biographies of eminent Jews figures past and present; 
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3. to impart common sense and wisdom called from cherished, ancient works, and to 

advance human virtues and high moral standards; and 

4. to spread a comprehensive understanding of nature, the sciences, the crafts, anù 

modern inventions. This dissemination of knowledge would be aided by diagrams anJ 

illustrations to demonstrate their beauty and utility.19 

Furthermore, Slonimski presented his goals in the manifesto introducmg lIa­

Tsefirah ta its readers in the first issue. Here he stressed Ha-Tsefirah's uim tu 

disseminate the knowledge of nature, the sciences, and recent inventions, and he 

down-played other objectives.?'O 

During ltS first period of application Ha-Tsefll'Bh was devoted primarily to the 

popularization of scientific knowledge amcng the Jews.21 As Sionimski was a 

scholar rather than a journalist, the columns of Ha-Tsefirah were fiIled with 

instructive features on a variety of scientific tapies rather than ideological 

manifestos.22 Slonimski wrote the majority of the articles, which usually consisted of 

his own original studies. Mcndele Mokher Sforim praised Slonimski's publicatIOn of 

mathematical problems and the answers of the readers to them. Thl~ type of 

dialogue allowed Ha-Tsefirab ta reach Jews throughout the Pale of Settlerncnt.23 

Furthermore, Jehudah David Eisenstein applauded SlommskI who, in contra~t 

to other contemporary Jewish writers, respected traditional value~.24 He 

maintained that Slonimski 

urged the maintenance of the ancient rabbimcal studies, and pleaded only tor part 
of the students' time to be devotea for general studies. Ha-Tsefirab wa!. thus singleù 
out as the only Orthodox organ and was read even by the hasidim, willie the other 
papers were considered more or less irreligious.25 

In the educational realm "Slonimski's idea was ta teach the Jews the rudiments 

of the sciences, especially astronomy, geography, and mathematics.,,26 Ha-Tsefirah 

was able to assume a leading role as an exponent of the Haskalab movement by 

combining current affairs concerning Jews and non-Jews alike, the biographies of 

distinguished personalities, and historical features. This periodical therefore exerted 

--------------------------------------------------------------_.----. 
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much influence upon Jewish life. Indeed, Ha-Tsefirah occupied a primary place in 

the subsequent development of Jewish thought and I-Iebrew literature. 

Sionimski skilfully wove into Ha-Tsefil'2h scientific features, biographical 

artIcles of outstanding figures, historical articles, joumalistic reports, practicai 

information, official decrees issued by the imperiai Tsarist authorities, and personai 

recollections, creating frorn aIl of these thernes a collage, through which bis own views 

and attitudes combined into a coherent narrative. 

SIonimski'~ Hebrew writing was excellent by mid-nineteenth century 

standards.Z7 A.U. Kovner compliments rus style as coherent, eloquent, concise, and 

dynamic, showing the subtlety, live1iness, perception, and sensitivity of a novelist.28 

This reputation allowed Slonimski to reach a readership in "the farthest hamlets in 

Russia."Z9 

Slonimski was competent in responding promptly to the thirst for 

information. 30 He was particularly sensitive to current political and cultural 

developments, the most significant of which was the complex situation created by 

increasing Tsarist contrai over the Jews. Like other periodicals at the time, Sionimski 

recorded edicts Wlthout comment, simply attributing them to the Tsar in St. 

Pctrrsburg.31 Ha-Tsefirah enjoyed a conge niaI working relationship with the 

Tsanst Censorshlp, thanks to this non-belligerent policy and 11S focus on scientific 

content.32 

Slonimski was reluctant to participate in political controversy and refrained 

from discussing the turmoil which culmim'ted in the Polish Llsurrection of 1863, 

though he diJ praise the ernancipation of the serfs and the abolition of the daily 

permit required of many Jews to enter Warsaw.33 He, however, paid a substantial 

price for operating in the scrutinizing tradition al Jewish milieu, and had to c10sely 

monitor the contents of Ha-Tsefirah, avoiding sensitive issues. Slonimski had 

to choose between three possible tactics to confront these circumstances to further 

his strategie goal. Le. ta reconcile the Torah and the sciences: retum ta mainstream 

traditional Jewish society, separate himself from it or win the allegiance of a 

significant segment of tradition al society. A return would have required relinquishing 
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his unique identity as a maskil. It would have meant abando:1ing hls goal of 

spreading the ideas of the Enlightenment and of scientific knowledge. He wa~ a 

leading exponent of the Haskalah's views prior to 1862, and to renounce hls came 

would have been a total surrender. Complete separation from mainstream Jewbh 

society would have meant even a greater to11 on such an invo)ved, committeù man. 

Confining himself to narrower circle of friends and family would have been 

contradictory to Slonimski's personality, ideology and \'i310n. 

By contrast, winning the allegiance of a significant segment nf tradltlOnal 

society '~ould be achieved if Slonimski provided leadership ta a defined stwtUBl of 

Eastern European Jewry. He clearly airned his books, artIcles and Ha-Tsefirnh at the 

Baale-Batim, the urban middle-class Jews, and the young students of the Beit­

Midrash in adherence to the ideological and political boundaries set by the Tsarbt 

censorship, and he manipulated the texts he published 3ccordingly.34 
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B. Contents 

Political servility and loyalty to monarchy and state were salient features of the 

Jewlsh Diaspora, as formulated in the Talmudic phrase Dina De-Malkhuta Dina [The 

Law of the State Prevails]. This conduct, characteristic of the history of Austrian 

Jewry WhlCh cJosely identified itself with the ruling Habsburg dynasty, was emulated 

by the alliance of the Russian maskilim - though not by their brethren in the Polish 

lands - with Tsarist awihorities.35 

SlommskI praised the ernancipatory decree regarding the Jews issued by the 

Russian-dominatcd Kingdom of Pol and on the eve of the insurrection of 1863.36 

In a pronounced departure from this rather apolitical stance in Ha-Tsefirab, 

Sionimski outlined in an editorial the commitment the Jews have ta ernancipation: 

To fulfil the obligations of the state and her laws like the other nations, to walk justly 
in educatmg our children in the ways of the Haskalab and in ethics (Musar); to learn 
the language of the state and the necessary sciences for entering into the state 
society; ta remove the barrier that divides us from our bn~thren in this land. so we 
shall no longer be ~trangers in a foreign land nor a nation within a nation ... 37 

fu Raphael Mahler points out, since the time of the Mendelssohnian circ1e the 

Hasknlah advocated the notion that there are common human values which cross 

cultural barriers.38 Thus, when Sionimski wrote and edited Ha-Tsefirah he 

conformed to a strategy of imparting knowledge rather than debating the nature and 

the future of the Haskalah. Indeed, he had deduced from his own experience that 

controversy brought negative results.39 

Sa he adopted a more productive strategy ta attract prospective members ta 

the Haskalab movement in Eastern Europe. One tactic which first appeared in Ha­

Meassef, was ta introduce the readers ta raIe models, Jews and gentiles, who had 

distingulshed themselves in their communities. Slorumski thus prescribed standards 

to Jews, by whlch they shouid conduct their own careers, gui ding them on how ta 

improve their persan al performance by emulating the excellence demonstrated by the 

carefully selected personalities. 

l' 
,1 
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These role models embarked upon a successful mOdl!rn Jewish path. The 

majority depicted in HA-Tsefirah were still alive m 1862. Tht.' achlcvcmcnt!- 01 

deceased persons were also recommended through an obltuary. ThcIr Ilnprc!-!-Ivl' 

legacies were spotlighted to encourage Jewish participatIOn in the dcveloprncnt ot the 

modern world, 

The readership of Ha-Tsefirah conslsted mainly of thu~e who canlt' trom the 

traditional background of religious studies in Judmsm. Most of them lackcd, 

however, a solid foundation in secular studies su ch a~ the arb and ~clcnœs. 

Slonimksi're depiction of the exemplary lives of bath modernized Jew~ and gentlle~ 

aimed at combatting the traditionalist attitude which advocated detachrnent twm the 

non-Jewish orbit. ~lonimski's method could be cal!~d narratIve explanatlon. 

"Narratives are stories, a tellmg that somethmg happened. A narrative explanatlon, 

presumably, presents an account of the lmkages among event~ as a procc~~ IcadlI1g 

ta the outcome one seeks ta explain."40 

In Ba-Tsefirah's f1rst Issue an obituary was pubh~hed about a promlllcnt 

French Jew, Samuel Cohen. It exemplified the criteria and tactlcs appiled hy 

Slonimski to present his concepts of cherished vlrtues renowned people pm~cs~.4) 

The obituary included Cohen's traditional upbringmg and hls mtellectual pur~ult of 

different fields of interest. His fluency in several European languages, rnoreover, not 

merely the French of his homeland, was pointedly stre~~ed, a~ it allowed hlm 10 

master an abundance of information from many sources. 

Besides publishing books, Cohen's hterary actlvity involved producmg the 

pioneering Archive Israelite in French, though he maintained strong allegiance to the 

Hebrew language. He was also committed ta Jewlsh communallife, advocatmg the 

ideology of the Haskalah by serving first as a teacher, later as a princlphl 111 a ~ch()()l. 

Naturally, S'.onimski was aware of the dire need of the Haskalah rnovement for 

professional educators and sa tried to encourage young students ta pursuc th)~ carcer. 

Cohen also expressed his social SenSltlVlty through a per~onal sacnfice 

highlighting bis adhc::rence ta his principles. He lived in poverty in order to fulfil his 
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vision, an exernplary conduct further highlighted by contrast with the materialistic 

lives of sorne unnamed colleagues in his community. 

Being a leading light, Cohen was granted the highest recognition offered by 

the French state. He received an award from the Fr~nch Legion of Honour - a 

distinction rarely bestowed on Jews at that time. His sons also followed in his 

foots teps. It is not surprising therefore that SIonimski concludes his extremely 

appreciatlve appraisal of Cohen's Iife long commitment ta rus favourite cause by 

remarking that "We should a11 admire his highly esteemed value.,,42 

A second French Jew applauded was the famous magnate the Baron de 

Rothschild. Rothschild's philanthropie act of distributing Ioaves of bread among the 

poor, was used to make a politieal point.43 This observation reflects not only the 

ingratitude displayed by this particular European power, accompanied by expressing 

a hope for a prompt improvement in that unfortunate situation, but also consists an 

implicit cali for the same reform in the Iegal status of the Jews ta take place in the 

local setting of the Tsarist Empire.44 Consolidatmg his critieal position on the 

matter of full emanclpation, Slonimski celebra tes a gentile, Dr. Homn, a maverick 

fighter for legal and social equality for the Jews in his native German city-state of 

Wurttenberg.45 

The impre~sive career and rapid academie success of the Italian philologist and 

linguist, GarazIadio Isaia (Elhanan) Ascoli (Gorizia, 1829-Milan, 1907), presented 

Slonimski with an opportunity ta demonstrate the extent of advancement a modern 

Jew can enjoy. Ascoli pioneered in studymg dialects and phonetics. He devised a 

model classificatIon of Italian dialects based on his research in the origins and 

development of the Latin, Celtie, Turkish, and Oriental languages. 

Ascoli had not reeeived any formaI higher education, but he made notable 

contributions in comparative linguistics. He published his first work in 1854, and 

founded a periodical for linguistic studies in 1873. Ascoli, moreover, was appointed 

professor at the University of Milan in 1861, which prompted the report in Ha­

Tsefirab. An extremely personable man, he held this chair until his death, training 

generations of ltalian linguists. Ascoli also Iater attained prominent political and 
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academic positions. He became a member of the Italian Senate and the Council for 

Higher Education as weIl as of honourary orders and academlcs of sCience of several 

European countries. 

Furthermore, Ascoli researched Jewlsh lingulstlc hl~tory, and he authorcd 

papers on Hebrew, Latin, and Greek inscriptions on early medlcval Jcwlsh 

tombstones in southem Italy. He tried unsuccessfully to compreht:rll..! the ancient 

Etruscan language through the use f)f Hebrew. 

Ascoli is presented as a "sage" in Ha-Tsefirah's featme. SIOI1lImk: celehratcd 

Ascoli's appointment to a full-time prafessorshlp at the University of Milan, tcachmg 

Sanskrit.46 Praficiency in such an obscure language was exccptlOnal by mnctcenth­

century Eastern European Jewish standard~. Slonimskl's article, whlch praiscs a Jew 

for engaging in modern research and critical study, for contnhutlOns to the 

advancement of universal knowledge and understanding and tor achlcvmg succc~~ in 

gentile society is couched in traditional terms, i.e. these tremendou~ accompli~hmcnts 

were the result of divine Inspiration. 

Ascoh's blOgraphy is therefore prescnbcd as a rale-model for Jews, 

encouraging them to acqUIre knowledge in dlsclpline~ far removed l'rom traditlOnal 

Judaism. Furthennore, he was a successful .. - ltodidact sc,olar from a provmclul city 

who moved to a metropolitan cultural ct..ntre, tutored students, and later toundcd a 

periodical. Indeed, the analogy to SlonimskI's own career and that ot hl~ WB JOIe! 

is striking.47 

An expanded feature is devoted to the famous Laemel famlly, a~~oclated wlth 

the Court Jews of Vienna. The glorifying descnption i~ tltled ''The LacmeJ Farnlly 

in the Capital City of Vienna," and is part of the series "Noble~ of bracl." Slomrn~kl 

footnotes the essay with the methodological and Ideological explanation, that 

1 have copied the story of the se renowned people from the German language ... to 
show my readers that with the help of Gad Jews are no more short of mentonous 
personalities than the noble men of the [gentile] nations, who taund thern~elve!) to be 
well-liked by the kings and rulers of Europe. It was not only thelr mate rial wealth 
that has endeared them and has elevated them to ~eatness, but abo thelr wl~dom 
and honesty which made them noble (Adlesbtand). 

1 



1 

ft 

110 

Slomm~ki stressed, as he introduced the saga of the Laemels, that the founder 

of this dynasty, Moyshe Aaron Laemel, combined financial success in enlightened 

Austnan ~ociety, with adherence ta the Jewish Law. Laemel was distinguished as 

re~pccted and dJgnified thanks to his status and high position. He was extremely 
proud of hi~ well-esteemed family name, since it has always remamed pure from any 
wrong-dOlng. He took for hlmself as a wife the daughter of a highly-acclaimed G-d­
feanng rabbi,49 who bore his sons.50 His [eldest] son Samuel Fabbi had a 
generou~ heart and was spiritually rich, G-d has blessed him with tremendous wealth, 
and IIved ail of his life 10 his native city Vienna, the locality in which he received so 
much honour and prai~e from his brothers,51 where he also Jomed his ancestors,:'2 
on the twenty-'iecond of April in the Year 1616 according to their countirIg.53 On 
hi~ gravestone the~e words are enshrined for eternal glory: 'From the Laemel famdy, 
10 the Torah and practis10g of Vlrtues he worked, from the day he was able to; he 
returned favours, welcomed guests and fulfilled aIl of their wishes. ,54 

Irnplied herem is an elitl~t criteria of materialistic reward for good deeds - no social 

protest against those who excelled in making money, provided that they contribute 

sorne of it back ta their comrnunity. This opinion, rnoreover, conforms to the former 

Item dbcussmg Baron Rothschild. It is a far cry from socialist views endearing the 

cau~e of the average, impoverished Jew, WhlCh were soon to permeate the agenda of 

Eastern European Jews. 

The de~cendants of the Laerr.els are praised by Slonimski's for thelr devotlOn 

ta the JeWlsh community, adherence to the Halakhah. and dedication to traditional 

Jewish scholarshlp. Many of them, moreover, became rabbis and scholars, although 

SlommskI menuoned th,1t 10 his day there were converts to Chnsuanity in the family. 

The second issue of Ha-Tsefirah offers more examples of the new image of 

the Jews whlch Slommski espoused and encouraged. 

He spotiighted the career of a virtut'so Jewish harpist residing in the Saxonian city 

of Weimar.55 Isidore Latta 56 

whose name is weIl knOWfl for the glorification of music and who has achieved the 
likmg of his local prince ... was honoured by being named as the conductor of the royal 
court, the pnnce provided hlm with a handsome pension from his treasury.57 

Slonimski uses the success stary of Latta's musical career to make the 
foIloWlng point. An outstanding artistic talent could appear even among the 
culturally isolated and backward Jews of Warsaw. Latta's example should be 
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emulated by young talented Jews. It is advisable for young people wlth talent amI 
ambition ta leavc thcir hometowns for cities with greater educatIOnal. econormc and 
cultural opportunities. Slonimski mdicated his preference for the promntlO!I (lt 
modern. secular, cultural, and aesthetic values, rather than for the traùJtJ(mal kWI!>h 
ones. Aesthetic notions rarely exist in isolation from ather Ideologleal conSllkratHlfl\. 
Slonimski contInP"S by observing that 
ThIs player W.l's born in our CIty Warsaw 58 and already In hls dllh.lhoml ~hmVl'd 
signs that nature 59 has endow,vi hlm with a wondertul power tll attr.ll't hl\ 
Iistener's heart WIth his pleasant melodles; hlgh rankmg memher~ ot our city amI lb 

nobles, provided the funds ta send him ta Pans ta recelve les~l)n~ at the local 
fabula us conservatorium for the study of mUSIC, and their wI~h wa~ fulfIlIcd, ~lT1ce now 
his heJ8ers will reJoice to witness him performmg in front of kl!1gs and rukr~ 01 
lands. 

Displaying social awareness, Slommskj pralses four "Honourah1e mcmbt'r~" 

from Kovno for founding a new society, "Support for the Needy,,,61 which, though 

maintaining certam safeguards, would furnish the pOOf wlth bmlc fund~ lor then 

needs Wlthout requiring them to deposit any goods or guarantee~. SIoOlm~kl 

applauds this effort to help unfortunate indlYlduals through enhghtcned 

philanthropy.62 

The next Item of news telb of the appOintment of a Jew. who wrotc il Imtory 

of the Jews In France and Spam, as Proeurator General of Cor~ICa. Agam 

SlonimskI's emph<iSIS on the slgmflcance Jewl~h partIcipatIOn In civil' ~oclety ami tilt 

fact that VlrtuouS Jews can receive recogmtIon and re~peet In the gentlle worlt.l.61 

To expand the honzons of his reader~ tu the great worlt.l htyond tht'Ir lm::! 1 

scene and tradmonal JeW1sh concerns, uuIizmg the piquant ant.l tht exotlc, Shmli11..,kl 

presented a two-part feature on the Fiji Islands. He expre~set.l hl~ IdentlfIcatIun wlth 

Britain as a CIVllizIng power, perhaps implymg companson to the tunCtlOIl the RU~~lal1 

regime should fulfil in the life of its Jewish ~ubJects. A further paralkl lkduced that 

Europeanization and secularization should play a major role In the li'/e~ ot Jew~ In 

the Pale. Slommski also inferred that c;;!rtam negative aspects of the exotlc hte ot tlle 

Fijian people are reminiscent of aspects of Judaism whlch reqUlre rdurrm, and that 

traditional Jews may learn a lesson from the positive Îeatures of thl~ ~oclety ~uch a~ 

the role of women. 
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The eXistence of the Fiji islands was unknown to the overwhelming majority 

of Eastern European Jews in 1862. Situated in the Pacifie basin as part of Oceania, 

Fijl's exotic character offered the author a splendid opportunity to convey a lesson 

to the rcaders that otherwise might be censored or perceived as harmful to the fabric 

of tradltlOnal Jewish life. 

While all contemporary authors had to adhere to the censorship imposed by 

the T~anst regime and adapt to its ideological, religious, and linguistic demands, the 

Jews in particular had to bear the bru nt of cIcse scrutiny. To ease any suspicion of 

the Ir mtentlons, Jewish writers, expressmg themselves in either Hebrew or Yiddish, 

had to be extremely careful since they were perceived as a hostüe and foreign 

element even in that multinational empire. 

For many authors who espoused the views of the Haskalah, however, the 

problcm of aVOldmg censorship by the traditional Jewish authorities and of making 

their message acceptable to traditional Jewish sensibllities was perhaps as se rio us as 

that of the external Tsarist censorshlp. Deeply concerned about the loss of their 

splfltual and communal leadership, pivotai Orthodox figures, who otherwise fought 

each other for adhcrmg to hasidic or mitnagedic teachings, endeavoured to shield 

thclr people from the assimIla tory fate of their brethren in central Europe. They 

combmed forces to attack the modem concepts that endangered their traditional -

pn:-'lt!on of power In the Jewish communay. To successfully publish and circulate 

among the mUJonry of the Jewish audience, the author had to use a most subtle fonn 

of wntmg. Conveying Slonimski's message of modernisation in Ha-Tsefirah was a 

comphcated task. 

On many occasions Ha-Tsefirah published accounts of "innocent" journeys around 

the globe covenng remote areas. These items were descriptive and geared towards 

encouragmg Jews to obtain further knowledge and exp and the horizons of the Beit­

Midrasb scholars beyond their traditional curriculum rather th an openly criticize 

JeWlsh conduet. Bemg the prudent. moderate ma..,kil he was, Slonimski published the 

unique Fiji Islands [eature only after Ha-Tsefirah had acquired its positive reputation 
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as a weekly. Indeed, it was in the fourteenth issue of Ha-Tsefirab that for the fir~t 

part appeared. 

The openmg statement of the feature leaves the reader wlth no douht about 

the lesson ta be learned. The author lauds the positive change that modernity ha:., 

brought in the life of these remate islands. It is not diffIcult ta see the Impheat 1011 

that the Haskalab can play tbis raIe in transformmg tradition bound Ea~tLTIl 

European Jewish life. 

The language of this report was confined 10 a dull JuxtapO~ltIOn of blblIcal ,\JllÎ 

medieval vocabulary still awaiting its later enrichment by modern HebraJsts.64 The 

description commenced with a value judgement: "A!; the world chanf!e~ Its tlme~, !\() 

does the entire universe surrounding it.,,65 Ostensibly, thIs was only a ~Implt' 

statement attesting to the change that has obviously transplrcd. 

This acknowledgement, however, implied a departure from tradltJclllal 

perceptions to whlch Jews were previously accustomed, epltomlzeù In the wonh 01 

Ecclesiastes 9:1 "There is nothmg new beneath the sun." ThIs dcparturc Wd~ acll1eved 

in several ways. The feature is profuse in terms foreign to the Jewlsh mIlIeu, wlllch 

meant that the author is attempting to introduce secular Western concepts into the 

traditional vocabulary. 

There was an implicit criticism of those elements who endeavour to ignore the 

fundamental change that had occurred throughout the world as a re~ujt of modcrl1lty. 

Even if the transformation originated in the gentile orbi t, the Jcws 11Vlng ln the 

nineteenth century were affected by it. Slonimski contmued by stre~smg the pOInt: 

"What used to be is already gone and what will occur IS unknown.,,66 This 

observation contradicted deeply-rooted doctrines of the Jewlsh tradItion that anCIlmt 

dogmas prevail regardless of troubled times, and that notwlthstandmg ephermal 

problems observant Jews will enjoy stability and conslstency. This outlook challenge~ 

the hasidic belief that the Tsaddik is accorded absolute power over the fate of hl~ 

followers. It disputes, moreover, the faith in the divine promise of continuity in 

theology and in the rabbi nie institutions of the Jewish eommumty, uphcld by the 

mitnagedim. 
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Slonimski provided a positive evaluation of the transformation: "Indeed, these 

lively times are much more blessed than previous periods, and cany much more 

weight." This is an explicit rejection of the idealistic image the rabbinicalleadership 

presented of the supposed privileges the medieval system offered European Jews. 

So a combination of negative perspective of the pa st with a genuine sigh of relief and 

cheerfulness, when entering the present circumstances invigorates the message. 

The consistent repetition of the Hebrew word badash, that is "New," in the 

following excerpt, indicates the spirit of this feature. Furthermore, this quotation 

bears witness to the weakness and poverty of the Hebrew language style of the time. 

ThIs phenomenon is characteristic not only of the majority of items presented in Ha­

Tsefirab, but also of Most of maskilic literature at that time.67 

Since these days are so much different from ancient times, old experiences are 
sleeping for ever and new features renew our way of life every moment with new 
themes. The new concepts evident upon earth overcome us aIl, bringing new spirit 
into our life. The person who is breathing the fresh air of new times should hurry 
and perform great deeds among the people of his country of residence.68 

The final sentence was a decisive calI for prompt action, by everybody 

everywhere. The paragraph concluded with a self-explanatory historiosophical notion: 

"Who WIll [dare to] judge the nations and the people wherever they are now by the 

standards of you. ,,69 

A Iiberal attitude of freedom of the mind to pursue any logical venture, freed 

from past conventions imposed by the rabbis, penneates his next tines: 

Since a man at this time arranges his own schedule and access to the wisdom and its 
treasures, in which whatever is desired can be obtained, from the spiritual he: ight of 
heaven he can bring wisdom down, from the lowest ground he can dig it up, and from 
the deepest sea he can r~Lrieve it.70 The honour of this time is enormous, and 
blessed it is for all those who know how to seek the proper abject at the right 
time.71 

The intention of this paragraph was clearly to negate tradition in the sense that old 

is not better th~ n new and that even the Holy Scriptures advocate progress. 

A nature oriented, realistic. depiction of the difficulties looming ahead follows 

this optimism. It prepares the reader to enter a foreign setting and culture: 
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But, eontradietory to this every land is different than the other, and no persan is Iike 
the other, as the day is c1ear to us at noon in front of the sun at its peak, walking at 
the dusk of life which is beneath our legs in the other stretch of land, and while the 
nations of Europe preside over aIl the wisdom and knowledge, there are still people 
in far away lands who worship the follies and kneel to the worthless. We do know 
there are still even in our days many people who are wild and reckless In far away 
se as and remote islands, who are removed from any kind of knowledge, and do not 
possess the teachings of humanity. These people behave like animais, and neither 
comprehend nor appreciate the difference between them and the wdd beasts, 
although they dre human. This is due to a heritage of misconduct and evil received 
from their ancestors in the span of many generations.72 

The last paragraph unequivoeally denounces thase who adhere ta past 

conventions and convictions. Even if the description were too overt and extreme to 

be directIy related to the Jewish scene, the passion of the argument rendcred ultenor 

motive anc1 implicit intention highly plausible. 

Only by 1861 did the British navy " ... put an end to the fallies of the wiId 

people and to their wickedl1ess and their deplorable acts."73 The fallowing 

sentence provides the final blow to old traditions :" ... since a new spirit. .. of human 

wisdom blew in their nose transforming them into beeoming new 50uls.,,74 

SIonimsksi's aeeounts of the peeuliar way the Fiji islands were incorporatcd 

into the British Empire reveals a few points. The readers sees, first, hi:; ~,dmiration 

for the sophisticated conduet and strategy of British diplomacy; secondly, the 

prominent position of scholars required to seeure a suecessfui conclusion tn this 

pursuit: thirdly, a general criticism of ritual slaughter.75 

The st ory amounted to a covert calI for the maskilim to rebcl against 

unaeceptable traditions and take power from the current prevailing rabbinic elite, 

whose will for generations was supported by the government, the Ashkenazic tradition 

of adhering to the leadership of the eIders, and the absence of an alternative in 

society itself. However, this distinction was gradually declining as of carly modcrn 

times.76 

Slonimski analyzed the negotiating taeties of American and British officiais. 

They were suecessful in securing the total surrender of power to Her MaJesty Queen 

Victoria's High Commissioner in 1861 following an incident in which Fijian pirates 
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stormed an American ship. The Arnericans demanded compensation from the Tui, 

that is the title of the local king whose name was Ekembe, he replied by declaring 

that not a11 the inhabitants of the island are his subjects. 

The Americans deviously led him to one of their ships, imprisoned him and 

threatened that unless he paid compensation they would murder him. Faced with this 

unprecedented dilemma, the king opted to solve this conundrum through the help of 

the British consul assigned to his kingdom together with Christian mis~!onaries. 

The shrewd British envoy applied the classic technique of divide and rule. He 

exploited this unique opportunity of Ekembe's desperate situation. He promised 

Ekembe British support provided that he abdicate his position immediately; the 

hostage king promptly obliged. The consul then travelled back to bis home land to 

secure the approval of his superiors for bis actions and tactics. 

He was granted official consent, but only if he would persuade the second 

roler, who exerted influence on the rest of the territory comprising the Fiji islands. 

To help the consul to succeed he was accompanied byan unnamed high ranking 

diplomat and "one scholar who is wise and knowledgeable in the nature of trees and 

plants, Bertold Zeemon his name." The mentioning of the scientist's full name 

exemplifies the priorities Ha-Tsefirah promoted in regard to the leadership and 

crucial help science and its experts provided aIl aspects of Iife and society. Upon 

their retum to Fiji, these three honourable delegates quickly executed their mandate. 

Zeeman. moreover, conducted an elaborate project to estimate the horrendous extent 

of rituaJ killing and cannibalism in the name of this pagan cult. Of particular interest 

for Slonimski are Zeemon's findings that traditional women did not eat human flesh, 

that special ovens were dedicated to roast the hum an flesh, and that special forles 

were used by the natives, otherwise used to eating with their hands, for tbis savage 

feast. 

The inclusion of these elements in the description of a barbaric culture, so far 

removed from any basic Jewish ethic, highlights several ideas. Women could serve 

as raIe n'odels; in Fiji they affected a change in the prevalent cannibalism.77 

Whereas they were subservient in traditional Jewish life, the Haskalah accorded them 
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a higher status, implying that men can learn from them. There was also a referencc 

ta the exclusion of women from partaking in certain religious rites rerniniscent of 

Halakhic demands. Women were therefore more pure and worthy· by their power 

of persuasion the wives of the mercenaries saved sailors of a wrecked Shlp that 

jrifted ashore from being eaten by the cannibals. Inferred is a cali for action among 

Jewish women against their current deprived situation and low status in Jcwish 

society. 

The comparison ta the strict separation between meat and milk dishes anu 

cutlery hy Jews insinuates a paganistic tendency, or at least a critique of the Jcwish 

tradition, as the writer implicitly associates tbis unique division apparent in the Jcwish 

law with deplorable primitive acts. Tht" ~vriter assumed a leading spiritual raie in the 

traditianal Jewish community, by posing as a biblical prophet preaching agamst thosc 

who adhered ta a vain belief in sinful idols. This strategy was in conjunction with a 

comman daim of adherents of the Haskalab movement that they werc the genuine 

followers of the original biblical path, while condemning the deviations of the rabbmic 

'Talmudic Judaism.,,78 Indeed, while Slonimski did not want ta dcsccrate the 

Jewish faith, his criticism of it, by way of inserting these elements, i~ strikmg. 
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C. Closure And Renewal 

The growing political tension and economical difficulties that preceded the 

1863 Polish Insurrection did not al10w Ha-Tselirab ta thrive in its fust year.79 The 

number of its subscribers, moreover, never exceeded a few hundred.80 This 

situation encouraged Slonimski to accept a govemment offer to serve as the Chief 

Censor of Jewish literature in South Russia, based in Zhitomir, Volhynia in 1863,81 

in conjunction with becoming the director of that city's state-sponsored liberal 

rabbinical seminary, re:placing Jacob Eichenbaum.82 

Slonimski wishcd ta continue Ha-Tselira's publication. He actively pursued 

this prospect, in a manner characteristic of bis utmost commitment ta this 

undertaking. Slonimski had to face complicated problems which ultimately rendered 

his attempt futile. Three major difficulties existed. Tsarist regulations forbade 

censors from editing periodicals under their supervision. Jn addition, the owners of 

the only Jewish Hebrew Press in Zhitomir were basidim who refused publications 

associatcd wlth the Haskalab movement - though they did utilize Slonimski's 

annotations to tht! Misbnah, which attests ta his personal reputation in tradition al 

circles.83 Finally, the govemment permit for Ha-Tsetirab's publication was limited 

to Warsaw.84 

In spite of this ullfortunate situation, Slonimski did not immediately relinquish 

his aspiration. He requested the help of the Society for the Promotion of Culture 

Among The Jt!ws of Russia in St. Petersburg ta convince Russian authorities on his 

behest to make an l!xception in his case and allow him to publish and edit Ha­

Tsefirab in Zhitomir, Slonimski's plea proved politically impossible, though the 

Society was famous for its pro-Rus sian inclination and excellent contacts within the 

Tsarist bureauclat.1'. In addition, Slonimski wanted the Society to establish new 

printing facilities in Zhitomir, which was not realistic due to financial constraints and 

govemment policy. 
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In 1864 the editor of Ba-Melits Alexander Tsederbaum, offered Slonimskl an 

autonomous sCÎentific section in his periodical. However, disagrcements over 

editorial independence and policy provoked a swift end to this coliaboratlOn.85 The 

financial, administrative, and personal obstacles compounded the V""!i!ical prohlcll1\ 

and caused the failure of Slonimski's vigorous attempt.86 

In spi te of these misfortunes, Slonimski still searched for a suitable candidate 

to replace him at the helm of Ba-Tsefirah. His initial nominee, Judah Leib GordDI1. 

declined, due ta the insufficient salary proffered, and his expectation for a better pll~t 

in the ranks of the T ..... lsh school system.87 

In 1865 Slonimski presented a second choice, his personal fricnd, S.J. 

AbramDvitch (Mende le Mokher Sforim), who lived in Zhitomir.88 Slonimskl 

suggested that Abramovitch be the editor, while he would provide him W1th consistent 

help. His raie would have been designated as Abramovitch's adviser. Abramovitch, 

however, had not yet achieve fame at that time, and was th us reJected hy the SocIety. 

The Society's representatives clalmed that only Slommski's reputation could securc 

a successful sClentIfic penodical. In addition, Sionimski had two onerous financial 

demands. The first was promising contnbutors a substantial amount of free copies. 

The second was a grant of one thousand Rubles. The Soclety agreed to thc~e 

conditions, but Slonimski's refusaI ta resign his positiol1 as a cemar and the 

negotiatlOns came to an end fruitlessly.89 

In response ta public demand, Slommski renewed the publIcation of lia. 

Tsefirah publication twelve years later. This revival followed the c1asure of the 

seminary in Zhitomir by the Russian regime on July 1, 1873. ThIs cImure was part 

of an overall Imperial policy • the Tsarist bureaucrats were dlSllIusioned with the 

value of rabbinical seminaries and Crown schools, because they failed to effect a 

rapid Jewish assimilation.90 

The Tsarist regime initiated the two modern rabbinical ~emmaries In Vilna ami 

Zhitomir in 1847. They were closely associated with the German liberal rabbI, Dr. 

Max Lilienthal (1815-1882), and Count S.S. Uvarav (1786-1855), the Tsarist Mini~ter 

of Education, were created especially for the Jewish youth and received ambivalent 
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response from Jewish leaders. These institutions purported ta (~ffect a 

rappmchement between the Jews and Christians of Russia morally, intellectllally. and, 

ultimately politically. The prevalent attitude among the Jewish masses, however, was 

of unmitigated loathing and di~,gust, as perception of their hostility toward th(~ J ewish 

tradition was swift. This f-t'!rspective led ta the subsequent failure of the 

seminaries.91 

The Tsarist officiaIs therefore ceased to believe in the ability of these (;olleges 

to bring about a rapid assimilation of the Jews in Russian society and culture, in a 

manner similar ta the transformation of German Jewry, though these institutions did 

educate the next generation of Russian mas kilim and brought about the creation of 

an indigenous Jewish culture in the Russian language.92 

The Tsarist authorities refused ta extend the 1862 privilege, and Slonimski had 

to resume the publication of Ha-Tsefirab in Berlin trom July 8, 1874 ta September 

1, 1875. He was assisted by Judah Leib Kantor (1849-1915), a maskil who studied 

there at the tlme, and would become a pioneering journalist.93 

Meanwhile the Society for the Promotion of Culture Among the Jews of 

Russia, based in St. Petersburg, petitioned the Interior Minister ta restore the license 

while helping Slonimski with administrative, financial, and marketing issues.94 

Thanks to its efforts, the permit was renewed on September 9, 1875, when the 

publication office was finally returned to WarsawYS Based in Warsaw, Ha-Ts,efirah 

continued to be published until1931. Tt was a weekly magazine until 1886 and later 

became a daily newspaper.96 

Nahum Sokolov joined Ha-Tser1l'8h in 1879. He became its editor in 1886, 

and turned it into a daily. Under his guidance Ha-Tsefirah devoted more spa ce for 

current affairs and feuilletons than for scientific issues. Before retiring in 1910, 

Sokolov was a leading aàvocate of Zionism, and the contents of Ha-Tsefirah, 

previously dedicated ta the classic thernes espoused by the Haskalab movement, 

changed accordingly. Ha-Tsefirah continued to appear until 19~1.97 
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NOTES 

l.Levinsohn, Warsaw 173. 

2.Izraelita was the original name of Ha-Tsefirah and the future na me of a dltfercllt 
Polish-Jewish periodical. 

3.Zinberg, History, vol. xii, 28. 

4.He submitted this application on April 21, 1859 according to the Julian ..:alcndar. 

.~.Guterman, Jewish Periodicals 25. 

6.Zinberg, History, vol. xii, 58-9. 

7.Shatzky, Education 142. 

8.Zagorodsky commented on Sarah Slonimski~s personality and contribution to hcr 
husband's career. He provides that she knew only litt le Hebrew, but was tluent ln 

Polish, Yiddish, French and Russian. She helped Slonimskl select adequatc matenal 
for his research, and managed the accounting for Ha-Tsefirah. Sec Guterman, Jewl~h 
Periodicals 256 

Sarah Slonimski, moreover, knew by heart the names and addre~~e~ of its fcw 
hundred subscribers, reaching one-thousand·five-hundred only In the 18705. Sec Dan 
Miron, When Loners Come Together: A Portrait of Hehrew Literature at the Turn 
pf the Twentieth Century [Hebrew] (Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 1987), 59. 

9.Shatzky, Warsaw, vol. iü, 348 and 377. 

1O.For lists of Slonimski's friends in academic circles throughout Europe sec above, 
chapter III. For Neufeld's career see above, chapter IV. 

11.Guterman, Jewish Periodicals 25. 

12.A newsletter carrying the same title has been published in eighty copies in 1823 
by the Galician maskil Meir (Max) Halevy Leteris in Zolkiew. See Eisig Silberschlag, 
"Hebrew Literature in Vienna 1782-1939." Abramson, Great Tramition 34. 

Furthermore, names ùf other contemporary Hebrew periodicals such as Damel 
Neufeld's Jutrzenka-Ayelet ha-Shahar [The Morning Star], Peretz Smolenskin's Ha­
Shahar [The Dawrlj, and Abraham Ber Gottlober's Ha-Bokker Or [The Morning 
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Light] and Osip (Joseph) Rabinovich's Russian-Jewish newspaper Razvest [The 
Dawn], conveyed a;ld promoted a similt? .. message. 

l3.See for example a poem on this theme by Micha Yosef Lebensohn (MiCHaL) 
(1828-1852), entitled Ha-Tsefirab, Sbjre Micbal, 160-1. 

14.Baker, "Reassessment" 222. 

15.Guterman, Jewish Periodicals 29. 

16.From 4 Adar RishoD ta 27 Tamuz 5622 according ta the Jewish calendar. 
Traditional dating appeared at the top of each issue of Ha-Tsefirah. 

17.Kressel, CycJopedia, vol. ii, 506. 

18.See above, chapter IV. 

19.Zinherg, History, vol. xi, 180, and Guterman, Jewish Periodicals 25-26. 

20.Gutennan, Jewish Periodicals 25-6. 

21.Gutennan, Jewish Periodicals 28. 

22.Klausner, History, vol. iv, 124. 

23.Neiman, Criticism 93. 

24.Eisenstein, "Slonimski" 128, compares and favours Slonimski's moderation to 
Peretz Smolenskin's vehement attacks on traditional curriculum in Ha-Shahar. 

25.Eisenstein, "Slonimski" 128. 

26.Waxman, Jewish Literature, vol. ii, 432. 

27.See above, chapter III, for Krochmal's praise. 

28.Neiman, Criticism 123. 

29.Mendele Mokher Sforim praised Ha-Tsefirah's success in an article he published 
in Ein Misbpat. See Neiman, Criticism 93. 

30.Neiman, Criticism 93. 

31.Baker, "Reassessment" 226. 
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32.Nahum Sokolov reports in Bemarot ha-Keshet [Hebrew: Perspectives l'rom 
Throughout the Rainbow]. (Jerusalem: The Zionist Library of The Jcwlsh Agcncy, 
1962), 207-211, on the relationship with Tsarist censors in charge of Ha-Tscfirnh III 

the 1880s, which reflects on previous patterns. 
The censor assigned specifically ta Ha-Tsefirah, Fcodorov, wa!> a convcrt tn 

Christianity, formerly known as Tsvi Greenbaum, who previously scrvcd in thl~ 
capacity in Kiev. He was supportive towards Ha-Tsefirah. The Chict Ccn~or wa~ 
Ryzscow, an enlightened bureaucrat, meticulous in his work. He loved spcaking 
German, and tried ta emulate Western European manners. 

33.Baker, "Reassessment" 226. 

34.Guterman, Jewish Periodicals 31-32. 

35.Baker, "Reassessment" 221-249. 

36.Baker, "Reassessment" 226. 

37.Baker, "Rea3sessment" 226. 

38.Mahler, Hasidism 36-39. See also above, chapter IV. 

39.See above, chapter III, for detmls of the notorious ''Thirty years war." 

40.Paul A. Roth "Narrative explanations: The case of History." History and Theory 
27 (1988), No. 1, 1. 

41.Ha-Tsetirah 1 (Feb. 4, 1862): 3. 

42.Ba-Tsetirah, 1: 3. 

43.Ha-Tsefirah, 1: 3. 

44.The feature appears in Ha-Tsetirah, 1;. 3. 

45.Ba-Tsetirah, 1: 3. 

46.Ba-Tsefirah, 1: 3. 

47.For a synopsis of Jozef Slonimski career, see above, chapter 1. 

48.Ha-Tsefirah, 1: S. The German term Adleshtand is used in quotation by SI(}nim~ki 
himself. 
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49.A common practice among the ruling circles of the Jews was ta marry a 
distinguished scholar in ta a wealthy family, enriching their prestige. 

50.A biblical form which counts only the men, as they were considered the only 
legiumate hem to a family's wealth and prestige. In such circumstances daughters 
were not mentioned. 

51.S1onimskl conveys the message, that J ewish gratitude ta the hospitality they 
enJayed ln Vienna Justifies Laemel's loyalty to the non-Jewish milieu, with its refined 
culture. 

52. A biblical farm of stating a death. 

53."Thdr" applies to the "Nations", meaning the gentiles. The conspicuous absence 
of the Jewish date could have been particulary perturbing ta many of the readers. 
Even if the source Slonimski uses does not mention it, finding the exact date 
accordmg ta the Jewish calendar should not have been difficult. The mere fact that 
a scholar, who spent so much time on stuc:ying the accuracy of the Jewish calendar 
(~ee chapter IV), reframed from inserting the corresponding Jewish date, suggests 
Slommski's partiality to secu]ar criteria with regard ta success. 

54.Ha-Tsefirah, 1: 5. 

55.Later known for its raIe in the post- World War 1 Germany. 

56.That is a Germanized Dame used as substitute for the traditional Israel. Once 
again S]onimski finds it succinct ta limit the description ta gentile terms, thus clearly 
favouring the "Europeanization" of the Jews. 

57.Ha-Tsefirah, 1: 5. 

58.The entire entry is within the section "Warsaw News." 

59.Sic!, not G-ct. 

60.Ha-Tsefirah, 1: 5. 

61.1n Hebrew: Somekh NoOim. 

62.The item appear under the section "News from Kovno." The names ofthese men 
are: R. Benzion Hernes, R. Moyshe Leib Meller, R. Naphtali Dechhoyzer and R. 
Elimelekh Bregovisky. 

63.Ha-Tsefirah, 1: 10. 
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64.See above, chapter III. 

65.Ba-Tsefirah, Warsaw, Iyar 8, 5622, 1862, 105. 

66.Ba-Tsefirah, 1: 10. 

67.See above. 

68.Ba-Tsefirah, 1: 10. 

69. Ibid. 

70.Facilitates metaphorical language used in Job? translate from Job through a 
concordance. 

71.Ibid. 

72.Ibid. Slonimski continues by deploring their former habits of Cannibalism, furthcr 
lamenting their unfortunate situation prior to the ;ntroducuon of civIlization to Fiji 
by the British in 1861. 

73.Ba-Tsefirah, 1: 105-106. 

74.Ba-Tsefirah, 1: 106. 

75.A similar message was conveyed by songs and fables. Example: the dl~gu~t of 
sacrifice displayed by Judah Leib Gordon's "Between the Lion's Tccth." Sec 
Stanislawski, Gordon 63-66. 

76.Gershon DaVId Hundert, "Discipline and Deference In Early Modern Lithuama." 
Community and the Indlvidual Jews: Essavs in Honour of L.wy M. Becker. 
(PhiladelphIa: Reconstructionist Rabbimcal College Press, 1986), 14K 

77.See Stanislawski, Gordon 27 and Braudes ln ~eligion and Life Patterson, Novella 
16-18, for an elaboration of this theme. 

78.Etkes, Teudah 3-19. 

79.Baker, "Reassessment" 222. 

80.Guterman, Jewish Press 26. 

81.While in Zhitomir, SIonimski continued the !ine of his predecessor, Jacob 
Eichenbaum, of combating Hasidism. SIonimski even protested publicly against hlS 
colleague, Eliezer Z. Zweifel (1815-1888), who asserted that Haskalah's view of 
Hasidism is distorted. Slonimski assured his fellow maskilim that the consensus 



126 

among faculty members at the rabbinic seminaïy in Zhitomir is different. See Shalom 
Spiegel, Hehrew Rehorn. (New York: Macmilan, 1930), 131-2. 

82.For Eichenbaum's career see above, chapter III. As Zinberg, Histmy, vol. xii, 118 
noted, "virtually all the promment Hebrew writers of that time were also 
slmultaneou~ly teachers in the Jewish government schools." He mentions, among 
other~, Samuel Jo~eph Fin (see above, chapter V), Adam Ha-Cohen Lebensohn, 
Abraham Ber Gottlober (see above, chapter III), H. Z. SIonimski, Eliezer Z. Zweifel 
(who taught In Zhltomir, see above), and ludah Leib Gordon (see above, chapter 
III). 

83.Yehudah Aryeh Klausner, the entry "Slonimsky, Haim Zelig" Hebraica, 1980, vol. 
xxvi, 80. 

84.Klausner, His~ory vol. iv, 123. 

85.For Tsederbaum's career and Ha-Melits see above. 

86.Klausner, History vol. iv, 124-5. 

87.Stanislawski, Gordon 52. Regarding Gordon's distinguished career see above, 
chapter III. 

88.For hls career, see above, chapter III. 

89.Nissenbaum, "Slonimski" 5. 

90.lsaac Levltas, The Jewish Community in Russia, 1844-1917. (Jerusalem: Posner 
and Sons, 1981), 47. 

91.Stanislawski, Nicholas, 69-96, and Aberbach, Vilna 102. 

92.See Levitas, Community 45-55, and Stanislawski, Gordon 18. 

93.Kantor was a student in the rabbinical seminaries in Vilna and Zhitomir, becoming 
a "government rabbi" in the Pale. He later studied medicine in St. Petersburg and 
Berlin edîted Russian periodicals. Kantor applied bis experience as he became the 
first publisher of a Hebrew daily in the Tsarist Empire, Ha-Yom [TodayJ in 1886, 
which had a supplementary discussing scientific issues Ben-Ammi [The Son of My 
People J. Kantor upheld the c1assic Haskalah views on universalism, and therefore 
did not join the ranks of the Zionist movernent. 

94.Shatzky, Warsaw, vol. iii,307-8. 



95.Eisenstein, "SIonimski" 128. 

96.Guterrnan, Jewish Periodical~ 23. 

97.Guterrnan, Jewish Periodicals 23. 

127 



l 

If 
1 

A. SIonimski and Mendelssohn 

Chapter VI 

EpiJogue 

128 

A comparison between the salie nt features nf the biographies of Slonimski and 

Mendelssohn helps in the understanding of Slonimski's career in the broader context 

of the history of the Haskalab movement, though Slonimski was neither as important 

nor as pioneering in the nineteenth century as Mendelssohn was in the eighteenth. 

Similar patterns govern +he private and public lives of Mendelssohr. and 

Slonimski. Both came from families which had modest means, but stressed education, 

a likely scenario in traditional Jewish families. Both came from the periphery -

Dessau and Bialystok, and moved to the cultural and political centre in their region -

Berlin and Warsaw, which conditioned their personal growth; both had to work hard 

in clerical Jobs to earn a meagre living in the early part of their career - Mendelssohn 

in a sllk factory, Slonimski in his brother's business, and both had to support 

themselves, serving as pnvate tutors in the homes of various wealthy familles. Later, 

as they acquired a .mlid reputation among their peers, their situation improved 

substantially. 

Slommski moved first to Zabludow, within the Pale of Settlement, where he 

was instructed by Yekhiel Mikhl Zabludowski, a diligent student of the scientific 

aspects of the Talmud. Slonimski was able to move to Warsaw only in bis thirties, 

following an excruciating legal process, where he was tutored by Abraham Stem, 

whose personal loyalty ta the Tsarist regime and devotion ta inventions are striking. 

Thus, originally steeped in Jewish sources, Slonimski's training was conducive to 

specialization in applied scientific studies and the scope of his social interaction 

extended ta the greater society. 

Mendelssohn, in contrast, left the provincial milieu in his early youth. He was 

guided by R. Israel of Zamosc, and Aaron Gumperz, early maskiIim more illustrious 
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and rebellious figures th an Slonimski's early teachers. Their scholarly and social 

interests extended beyond the Jewish sphere, conditioning Mendebsohn's career. 

Enjoying the more hospitable environment major cities had to ofrer, 

Mendelssohn and Slonimski befriended many prominent scholars and statesrnen who 

sponsored them and the publication of their books. Royal Academies as welI as city 

councils awarded both prizes and honourary tides. Both, however, had legal 

problems establishing permanent residence due to the prevailing restrictions irnposeù 

on Jews. 

Mendelssohn and Slonimski were distinguished scholars, self-taught, original, 

and successful in their careers. They le ft their mark on their generatlOn, the Jewü.h 

people and their respective disciplines - MendelssC'hn as a philosopher, Slonirn~ki as 

a scientist and inventor. They aimed to spread knowledge among the Jews through 

books and articles. In 1858 Slonimski even wrote a book on the existence of the soul 

outside the body, titled AI Metziut ha-Nefesb ve-Kiyumah Khutz la-Guf [The E~~cncc 

of the Soul and Its Existence Outside the Body], which was bascd on Menùelssohn\ 

1767 Phaedon.1 

Furthermore, both were rooted in the Jewish tradition, kept a strong Jewish 

identity throughout thelr life, and observed the Jcwish Law. Mendelssohn advanced 

Jewish participation in the evolving modem European society through a return 10 the 

biblical foundation of Judaism, an essential element of Christianity and European 

civilization. He wrote chiefly in German and emphaslzed European aesthetlc value~. 

Mendelssohn also encouraged goals extending beyond the boundaries of the Jewbh 

community. Ta realize these goals, the Jews depended on gentiles. Su Mendelssohn 

advanced the integration into the greater society in central Europe. 

By contrast, Slonimski tried to establish a bridge between the traditional 

Taimudic Judaism and the Haskalah pursuit of knowledge wlthin the Jewish 

community. His method was teachmg the sciences in Hebrew and advocating a clo~er 

attachment ta nature. This introduction of secular concepts in the Hebrew language 

eased an internaI transformation in Eastern European Jewry, preparing the ground 

for a strong Jewish identity not necessarily connected ta religion, but sull divergent 
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from its surroundings, though assimilation and the use of European languages was a 

pattern chosen by many maskilim. 

Modern tendencies in Eastern European Jewish life were already visible in the 

final part of Slonimski's life. Examples: Jewish nationalist movements including 

Zionîsm; Jewish branches of Socialism, such as the Bund or Poale-ZirlD; the evolution 

of traditional Judaism into mitnagedim, hasidim. 

Mendelssohn and SIonimski aroused the ire of many of their traditional 

coreligionists for their intellectual integrity and persistence in imparting knowledge, 

although they lived in assimilated Jewish communities in comparison to their 

respective hometowns. Both had to bear the bru nt of traditional Jews denouncing 

their work - Mendelssohn for bis famous Diur, the pioneering translation of the 

Bible into German, Slonimski for his criticism of the accuracy of the Jewish 

calendar.2 These controversies hindered the progress of their careers, though the 

effect in Mendelssohn's was much larger. 

Mendelssohn's frequent discussions with Christian scholars led to a polemic, 

spearheaded by Lavater, ucging him to convert. Mendelssohn obviously rejected this 

challenge, though at the cost of severe health problems. H.Z. Slonimski also 

remained a loyal and observant Jew. Nonetheless, most of their descendants 

converted. They found it essential as a means for social and personal gratification, 

and many of them provided leadership in the liberal arts, such as Felix Bartoldy 

Mendelssohn (1809-1847) and Antoni Slonimski.3 

This analogy highlights the differences between Baskalah's origins in the 

German Autklarung and its later Eastern European branch. Central European 

Haskalah was advanced by the emancipation pro cess and relative economic 

prosperity and was therefore more susceptible to assimilation. By contras t, the 

Eastern European branch of the Baskalah was conditioned by cultural barriers, 

political problems, state suppression, poverty, and hardship, and its evolution tended 

to be more nationalistic and less assimilatory, though its level of acculturation was 

considerable. 
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B. Conclusion 

Throughout history, ideological and political factions are strongly identificd 

with key individuals who helped to mobilize support for their new cause through the 

quality of their own actions. Another vital element in the emergence of a new group 

into public Iife is the adoption of an adequate strategy. A coherent manifc~to 

accompanied by a pragm~tic platform and an enthusiastic, inspiring leadership is the 

formula that history prescribes for successful movements. 

Indeed, throughout his life, Slonimski was deeply rooted in the tradltional 

Jewish milieu. Nonetheless, he engineered notable changes in style, matcrial, and 

contents which permeated the Eastern European Jewish literary and sClentific agenda, 

by writing books and publishing Ha-Tsefirah. Most of his descendants chose to 

apostatize, and provided leadership in their communities. 

In fact, faith ceased to be powerful enough to convincc many of the young 

maskilim of its absolute truth. Counter-Traditionalism suggests a dialectic tendem:y 

of drifting away from tradItion - while still following a declining amount of ils basIc 

characteristics, never totally rejecting it, but cIearly prcparing the grounds for its final 

removal Iikely to occur within the span of no longer than a few generations. 

Counter-Traditionalisrn was a temporary compromise for thosc who still wished to 

maintain sorne degree of a traditional facade, while including a substantial amount 

of newly-created concepts. For various reasons, primarily personal or idcological, thb 

phase already embodied the radical shift soon to take place. The much-feared 

internaI strife, causing rapid deterioration in social cohesion, leading to communal 

disintegration, was thus delayed.4 The paradigrn suggested above strongly favour~ the 

notion that history often follows the Hegelian model. This VISion tacitly approve~ the 

transition upheld by a few carefully selected people, in a moderate refined manner, 

later ta transform this "Quiet Revolution" into an inevitable chain of actlon~, Jeading 

to a complete polarization. This polarization inevitably leads, when occurring in the 

Jewish context, to either nation3Üsm or assimilation in the secular segment~ of 
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society, whereas in the orthodox circles, it is conducive to the growth of mystical 

beliefs or religious nationalism. 

Slonimski produced popular textbooks In which he successfully handled 

compljcated issues. He hoped ta generate appreciation and elicit a positive response 

from sorne important groups, which included the elite and the urbanized middle-cIass 

of Jewish society, i.e. the broader Hebrew readership. His outstanding achievements 

incIuded inventions and his career in the Tsarist bureaucracy, allowing him to win 

acclairn as an enlightened Jew from representatives of another group· the influential 

and affluent of gentile society. 

Founding Ha-Tsefirah was the project that asserted Slonimski's reputation as 

a "Maskilic Entrepreneur." As Samuel Finer de fines it: 

This tenn indicates the type of maskil who, alongside his intellectual occupation in 
writing books, dedicates considerable effort to practical activity, whose interest lies 
in the organizational and institution al aspects of the Haskalab movement.5 

Indeed, Slonimski gradually established himself as a renowned and iIlustrious 

scholar. Evolution, rather than revolution, is the appropriate description of his life. 

Being a maskil offered him reconciliation, not struggle.6 Thanks to the quality of 

his popularization of science, his own scientific and technological inventions and the 

recognition given him by leading lights of Europe, Slonimski won the respect of fellow 

maskilim and was able to provide leadership for the Haskalab movement of his 

generatlon in Eastern Europe. 
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NOTES 

1.See above, chapter III. 

2.This criticism triggered the notonous "Thirty Years War." See above, chapter III. 

3.See ab ove, chapter I. 

4.For a close examination of another phrase that utilizes the "Counter" term to 
advocate an ideological departure from a previous historical convention sec David 
Biale, Kabbalah and Counter-History. (Boston: Harvard University Press, 1979). 

5.Samuel Finer, "Isaac Eichel: An Entrepreneur of the Haskalah Movcmcnt in 
Germany," Tsion 52 (1988), 4: 430. 

6.Compare Etkes, Teudah 12-13, 
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